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Slow B loom 


by Anah C row & Dianne Fox 


Prologue 


Jack clenched his pipe in his teeth, put down his first beer of 
the morning, and set his fingers on the home row of his third 
computer of the year. Two weeks. He could finish this book 
in two weeks. Damn Larry Parker for going and dying and 


leaving everyone scrambling to get something on the 
shelves 


about the scandal. Jack's eyes narrowed. Washington was 
going to bust wide open with the information he had. 

We parked out back of the... He got that much down and 
then the air was split with a wild roar. Jack spit out his pipe 
and knocked his beer over with a convulsive spasm that 
nearly took him out of his chair. "Jesus. Motherfucking. Son 
of a..." It wasn't a plane or a car. Jack sagged in his chair. It 
was the fucking lawnmower. Oh, hell, was it Saturday 
already? 

He hauled himself out of his chair, pipe in hand, and 
stomped to the window. Fuck, yes, it must be. There was 


Ricky, the kid from across the street, come to mow Jack's 


lawn with Jack's red beast of a lawn mower. Jack was 
considering throwing a beer bottle at Ricky, but then he got 
distracted. 

Damn, but the boy had grown up pretty, turned from Dennis 
the Menace into some kind of Adonis with a green thumb. 
Ricky had to be legal now. Jack leaned against the window 
and watched that young body move. He couldn't remember 
back that young. 
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Smoking his pipe, he let his mind wander, hoping he'd 


remember what he'd been about to write. While he 
watched, 


there was a belch of smoke from the old mower and Ricky 
stopped. Jack chuckled at the way the kid threw his head 
back with exasperation. Then Ricky bent over to see if he 
could get it fixed. That was even better. Perfect timing fora 
breakdown, too. Jack could just see the torn fringe of cutoffs 
riding up the lower curve of Ricky's ass. 


What deadline? 


This was not how Ricky had imagined spending his first 
summer home from college. When his dad had told him 
about the job, Ricky had only agreed because he'd had the 
hots for Jack Corson since he was fifteen years old and just 
figuring out that boys were a hell of a lot more interesting 
than girls. 

He'd never done anything about it, of course. God, how 
could he? Jack Corson was his dad's age, and had a 
reputation for pitching his typewriter out the window when 
he got fed up with whatever he was writing. At fifteen, 
sixteen, seventeen years old, the idea of what a guy like 
Corson would do to him had been the source of more 
fantasies than he could name. And more nightmares. 

A year of college had helped, though. Ricky had gotten over 
the nightmares, the fears of rejection and humiliation. He'd 
faced most of the things that had scared him, and none of 


them had been nearly as bad as he'd imagined. He came 
onto 


a guy and got turned down -- so what? He came out to the 


swim team and had to deal with the embarrassing jokes and 


even more embarrassing attempts to set him up with every 
gay guy of even fleeting acquaintance with someone on the 
team -- which turned out to be not nearly as bad as it 
sounded. It got him laid a lot more than his own attempts up 
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to that point had. 
So now he was home and his first contact with Jack Corson 
was going to be... what? Begging forgiveness because he'd 
broken the man's lawnmower? Fuck. Ricky tugged at his 
blond curls in frustration, and then stalked over to the front 
door. 

ek 
Jack watched the boy struggle with the lawnmower. Man, 
that was ridiculously hot. Ricky's gold curls flew when he 
shook his head with frustration, his thighs strained and his 
ass shook as he tried to get the cover off, his arms and back 
rippled when he flipped the whole thing over to check 
underneath. Hell. 
Jack wandered off to empty out his pipe and make sure he 


wouldn't set fire to the desk with it (not that he'd done that 


before), peeled off his shirt and dropped it on the puddle of 
beer, and went back to check on Ricky. 
Sweet mercy. The boy was bent over that thing, feet more 


than shoulder width apart, head so far down those curls 
were 


going to get dirty from the inner workings. Flexible. Jack 
looked closer. How had he missed how Ricky's golden body 
was free of any scrap of hair except for what was on his 
pretty little head? Now Jack had to wonder what was under 
those ragged short-shorts, other than a fantastic ass. 
When Ricky straightened and pulled at his hair -- Jack was 
right keen on doing that for himself -- Jack padded down to 
swing the door open just as Ricky knocked. "Tool box is in 
the kitchen." He let his eyes run over Ricky's perfect young 
body as he stepped back to let Ricky in. "Under the sink." 
EK 
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Ricky sucked in a breath. He hadn't expected Jack to be 
standing there half naked. "Thanks," he managed, and then 


he caught the way Jack was looking at him. Oh. Oh, wow. 


Blinking, Ricky headed on through the house. He found the 
kitchen and opened up the cupboard underneath the sink. 
Where was that toolbox? Ricky knelt down, looking into the 
dark space, and ended up on his hands and knees, digging 
around to try to get to the metal box in the back of the 
cabinet. 

"Is it back there?" 

When Ricky looked over his shoulder, Jack was standing 
right there, solid and heavy and real, arms crossed over his 


big, bare chest, feet planted a bit apart, looking down at 
him. 


Jack was fit, but not from working out, probably from 
hunting and hiking, and his skin was bronze from the sun, 
making the silver hair on his chest and arms and legs stand 
out stark and bright. His eyes, boring into Ricky, were 
greener than the grass. 

Ricky got his hands on the box and stayed there for a 


moment, undecided. What to do? Finally, he dragged the 
box 


out of the cabinet, but he left it on the floor, turning and 


kneeling up in front of Jack. "You want me to go work on 


the lawnmower?" he asked, tilting his head back to look up 
at Jack. He could think of better things to do with his time, 
right then. 

"You got something else you want to work on?" Jack 

quirked one eyebrow. The look on his face was that of a man 
who knew everything, down to what was going to happen in 
the next few minutes; he was just waiting for Ricky to catch 
up with him. Jack gave the illusion of being totally relaxed, 
but Ricky's line of sight was just right to see the outline of 
Jack’s hard-on through the worn fabric of his cargo shorts. 
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Jack Corson was gay. Everybody knew Jack Corson was 

gay. And Ricky's daddy had damn good health insurance, if 
it turned out everybody was wrong. So Ricky swallowed 
hard and tilted his head, murmuring, "I've got a few ideas." 
He reached up, stroking his fingers over the fly of Jack's 
cargo shorts. They were held up by a belt, some kind of 
military surplus thing from some other country. Ricky 


thought about undoing the brass tension buckle, opening up 


the shorts, and getting at Jack's dick and just the thought 
was 


enough to make his mouth water. 

"You go right ahead, then." Jack wasn't moving, but damn if 
his dick didn't twitch when Ricky ran his fingers down 
Jack's fly. 

Oh, yeah. Ricky leaned in, mouthing at Jack's dick through 
his shorts. Ricky was nervous, but it wasn't enough to stop 
him, or even slow him down. He sat back, working Jack's 
belt and fly open so he could get inside. Jack's dick was 
perfect, thick and heavy in Ricky's hand. Ricky moaned 
softly, leaning in to take it into his mouth. He half-expected 
Jack to stop him, to throw him out right then and there, but 
the objection never came, and Ricky started sucking. 

This wasn't his first blowjob, far from it, but Ricky felt more 
pressure to impress than he had the very first time. He'd 
wanted Jack for a long time, and he didn't want to waste 
what was probably his only chance. 

He wrapped his fist around the base of Jack's cock, stroking 


up to meet his lips. Jack's hands slid into his hair, holding 


on, and Ricky started moving faster. This was better than 
any of the fantasies he'd had about Jack. The sting when 
Jack's hips started moving, pushing his dick into Ricky's 
mouth just made everything better, hotter, more real. Ricky 
moaned around Jack's cock and moaned again when he 
heard Jack's answering quiet groan. 
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Ricky sucked harder, faster, wanting to hear Jack moan like 
that again. He got what he wanted. Jack was quiet, but not 
silent, making just enough noise to let Ricky know he was 
doing a good job. 

Ricky gagged a little when Jack came, not expecting the 
sheer volume of come rushing into his mouth, but he 
managed to swallow without choking on it. When Jack's grip 
loosened, Ricky sat back on his heels. He was still achingly 
hard, his dick leaving a damp patch soaking through his 
cutoffs. He started pulling his shorts open so he could jerk 
off. 


KKK 


Well, hell. That had been better than expected. Jack shook 


his head and his neck cracked like one of his guns going off. 
He grabbed a handful of Ricky's hair again when he caught 
Ricky about to get himself off. 

"Not yet," he said, giving Ricky a little shake. Ricky froze 
and stared up at him with wide blue eyes. "You killed my 
writing this morning. You can get your fine ass upstairs and 
help me work through my writer's block." Jack did his pants 
back up and cinched the belt tight for the time being. "Go 
on." 

Ricky didn't hesitate to do those cutoffs back up, slender 
fingers fumbling the buttons back through the holes. He 
didn't say anything as he got to his feet and when Jack 


pointed at the back stairs, he bolted like a leggy golden 
hare. 


Mmm. Jack was going to have to take a few more shots at 
that. 

"Fuck the neighborhood association," Jack muttered as he 
grabbed a couple bottles of beer before heading upstairs. 
“The grass can grow this week." 
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C hapter One 

Three weeks into his summer vacation, Ricky was sitting in 
the emergency room, getting stitches in his arm. 

The night had started so well. He’d taken the bus over to 
Somerville with big plans to have a good time. Somerville 
was far enough from home that he didn’t have to worry too 


much about his parents finding out, but close enough that 
he 


didn’t have to borrow the car. Somerville also had the only 
gay bar in the county that was eighteen and up, so Ricky 
could get in without a fake ID. 

His big plans had died a slow and painful death, though, 
when the guy who'd been hitting on him turned out to want 
to hit him, instead. Somebody had called the cops, and the 


guy and his friends had scattered. Still, Ricky had to be 
taken 


to the ER in an ambulance. He was battered and bruised 
and 


a line of ugly black stitches ran up the outside of his left arm 


where he’d gashed it open on a piece of broken glass. 


When the doctor was finished with him, the nurse came by 


to ask Ricky if there was anyone they could call to come 
pick 


him up. The question stopped Ricky cold. 

He couldn’t call his daddy. God, what would his dad say? 
Ricky hadn’t even come out to his parents yet. Finally, he 
swallowed hard and asked the nurse, “Can | make the call 
myself?” 

“Sure, honey.” She gave him a gentle smile and brought the 
phone over so he could use it. Hands shaking, Ricky dialed 
the number of the only person he could think of who 
wouldn’t be surprised to find that he’d been out at a gay bar 
that night. 

“Goddamnit, Mark, | will call you when | am done, you 
vulture,” Jack snapped into the phone. Of course, Jack still 
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had the oldest phones Ricky had ever seen, so he wouldn’t 
have caller ID or anything like that. And, given Jack’s 
temper and lifestyle, it wasn’t likely that people called him 


without advance permission. Ricky sure wouldn’t have, if 


he’d had another choice. 

“Um.” Ricky swallowed again, and then ventured, “It’s not 
Mark. It’s Ricky. Talbot. From across the street?” 

There was a pause, and Ricky was sure Jack was going to 
hang up on him, but then Jack spoke again. “What can | do 
for you?” Jack’s voice wasn’t much friendlier, but at least he 
wasn’t yelling at Ricky for calling. 

Ricky forced it out all at once, like ripping off a bandage. 
“I’m at the ER over in Somerville and they’re not going to 
keep me overnight and I can’t go home and I... thought you 
might help. Maybe.” When Ricky had seduced Jack in the 
kitchen a few weeks ago, offering him a blowjob, that was 
Supposed to be a one-time thing and Jack didn't owe Ricky 
anything. 

“You stay right where you are.” Jack was still gruff, but 
maybe there was some softness in his voice now, probably 
wishful thinking on Ricky’s part. “lIl be there as soon as | 
can. You need me to get you anything on the way?” 

“N-no. Thank you.” Relief washed over Ricky in a wave that 


left him light-headed. “I’m okay. They, um, they already 


gave me stuff.” 

Jack snorted derisively, though Ricky wasn’t sure why. 
“Okay, then. Sit tight.” 

Jack hung up on him. Ricky stared at the phone in his hand 
for a moment, in total disbelief. Carefully, he hung it up and 
handed the whole thing back to the nurse. “Thank you,” he 
murmured vaguely. “I, um. He’s coming to get me. Do l... 
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Is there anything else | need to do?” 

She led him through the last of the paperwork and gave him 
instructions on how to treat the stitches and the rest of his 
injuries, and then left him alone to sit and wait. The gurney 
was too high for Ricky’s feet to reach the floor, so he sat on 
the edge and swung his legs like a child. The curtains were 
drawn; at least he had some privacy. 

When the curtain pulled back, Ricky looked up. Oh, man, 
maybe he shouldn’t have moved quite that fast. He blinked 


and remembered at the last second not to bite his lip, 
because 


it was already cut and that would just hurt more. 


The nurse stood there, looking wild around the eyes. Jack 
was standing behind her, his expression dire. He was 
wearing a blue and tan plaid flannel bathrobe over a wife- 
beater and a pair of fatigue pants that had seen better days, 
possibly back in the fifties. The cuffs of his pants were 
shoved into the tops of a pair of untied combat boots. Hands 
on his hips, he looked Ricky over from head to toe. 

“Your ride is here,” the nurse said uncertainly. She gave 
Ricky a look that said he could get out of this, if he’d only 
Say something. 


Ricky nodded at the nurse and then turned his attention 
back 


to Jack. “Hi. I’m, um. I’m sorry. Thank you for coming to 
get me.” 

“It’s no problem. You get all your stuff back?” 

“Yeah.” Ricky picked up the little plastic bag on the bed 
beside him and showed it to Jack. His watch, his keys, his 


cell phone, and his wallet were all in there. At least he 
hadn’t 


been mugged, on top of everything else. 


“He took a good knock on the head.” The nurse seemed 
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resigned, now, to turning Ricky over to the crazy old man in 
the bathrobe. “You’ll need to keep an eye on him. No need 
to keep him awake, but watch out for any changes in 
behavior, slurring of soeech, unusual pupil dilation, loss of 
coordination.” She looked up at Jack, handing over some 


more printed material and giving him a smile. “Similar to 
the 


signs of stroke. I’m sure you're familiar with those.” 

Jack folded the papers in half and shoved them in his 
bathrobe pocket. “Sure thing. Who knew info night at the 
senior center would come in handy,” he said caustically. 
“Come on, then.” He offered Ricky a hand. 

Ricky grabbed his bag with one hand and put his other hand 
in Jack’s. For a writer, Jack’s hands were always 

Surprisingly work-rough. Ricky slid down to his feet, 


wincing as he bumped a bruise against the rail. “Thank 
you,” 


he murmured again, and then turned to the nurse and 
thanked 


her, too. 


“Let’s get you home, sweetheart.” That was for the nurse, 
evidently. Jack gave her a leer as he slid his arm around 
Ricky. 

Ricky’s cheeks flushed hot and he ducked his head. Jack 
pulled Ricky in against his side, safe and warm. He smelled 
like good pipe tobacco and beer and the same warm, musky 
smell as his bare skin had when Ricky had been in bed with 
him before. 

Jack led him out of the ER, and didn’t let go of him until 
they were at the truck, his big arm keeping Ricky from 
lurching dizzily. “You let me know if you’re gonna puke.” 
Jack popped the passenger door open and helped Ricky up 
into the beat-up antique truck. “There’s a blanket there, if 
you're cold.” 

Sure enough, there was a thick, woven wool blanket on the 
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seat. “Thanks,” Ricky said quietly. He put his bag down on 
the seat beside him and then pulled the blanket around 
himself. It was soft and plush and warm, and it smelled like 


Jack. 


Jack got in the truck and when he turned it on, the radio was 
tuned to some old country music station, turned down low. 
He picked up his pipe out of the ashtray and lit it, then put 
the truck in gear and pulled out of the ER parking lot. The 
windows were down a bit, keeping the air fresh. Jack didn’t 
say anything. 

“I’m sorry about calling in the middle of the night,” Ricky 
murmured, after a while. He was sorry about needing to call 
at all, really, between the circumstances and the whole idea 
of presuming he had the right to ask Jack Corson for 


anything. Jack had been pretty nice about the whole thing, 
SO 


far, though. Ricky was grateful for that. 

“It happens.” Jack set his pipe down and looked over at 
Ricky. “You okay?” His eyes said he knew exactly what had 
happened, somehow or another. 

“Yeah.” Ricky glanced out the window, then back at Jack. 
He wondered if the nurse had told Jack what had happened. 
Were they allowed to tell people things like that? “Just a few 


stitches. Some bruises and stuff. I’m okay.” 


“That bar is a fucking dump.” Jack pulled up to one of those 
random stop signs in the middle of nowhere, stopped, and 
then stepped on the gas again. “You want to go somewhere 
decent, l'Il tell you where.” 

Ricky cringed. Jack did know what had happened, or at least 
he’d figured it out from context. “I’m not twenty-one,” 
Ricky muttered, blushing fiercely all over again. “I can’t get 
in anyplace else without a fake ID, not around here.” 
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“Well, guess you’d better get a fake ID, then,” Jack said. 
“Better than you hanging out in some shithole like that. The 
locals use it as a rat trap for fags.” Jack didn’t sound happy 
about it at all. 

“I noticed,” was all Ricky had to say about that. He’d been 
aware of the possibility, in the back of his head, but he 
hadn’t really thought about it too much, and he’d figured 
since the other guy had a hard-on, it was probably safe to 
assume the interest was actually mutual, and not a set-up. 
He’d been wrong. 


Jack reached out and stroked Ricky’s hair, ever so gently. 


“The insurance is gonna tell your daddy you were at the 
ER,” he pointed out. 

Ricky blinked back tears and swallowed hard, staring out the 
windshield. “I know,” he said thickly. “l'II talk to him. Just. 
Not tonight.” 

“C’mere.” Jack kept petting, coaxing Ricky to come closer. 
Ricky didn’t even realize what he was doing until he was 


already curled up on his side on the bench seat with his 
head 


resting on Jack’s thigh. “It’ll be okay. This shit happens. 
Happens to the best of us.” Jack tugged the blanket up over 


Ricky again, and then kept petting gently, his hand sliding 
up 


under Ricky’s hair, massaging the nape of Ricky’s neck. 
“You wanna tell your daddy something else, let me know. 
He’s got a good track record, though, by my reckoning.” 
“I'll think about it.” Ricky was quiet for a minute, letting 
Jack’s touches relax him, and then he added, “I was gonna 
tell him. | mean, eventually. | just... haven’t yet.” His dad 
would be okay with it, probably. Maybe not even too 


surprised. But Ricky hadn’t yet worked up the balls to come 


right out and tell him yet. He hadn’t imagined his hand 
would be forced by something like this. 
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“You don’t have to tell him a damn thing you don’t want to,” 
Jack said. His voice was still gruff, but there was something 
about how he'd been talking that was almost better than if 
he’d been sounding sweet. “Do what works for you. Just 
don’t tell him you fell off the rope swing down at Watson 
Crick if the paperwork is gonna say you were in Somerville 
in the ER tonight. | think you filled your dumbass quota for 
the month already.” 

“Yeah.” Ricky closed his eyes and sighed. “lIl tell him the 
truth. | will. | just... couldn’t call him and say, ‘Hey, Daddy, 

| just got the shit beat out of me out in Somerville ‘cause I’m 
a fag, and by the way, can you come pick me up from the 
hospital?’ Didn’t seem like a real good way to broach the 
topic, you know?” 

Jack laughed at that. “I can see that. Good thing you don’t 
have to.” 


“Thanks to you.” 


“Glad you called.” Jack looked down at Ricky and gave him 
a warm smile. 

“I’m glad you didn’t say no.” Ricky smiled back, hesitantly. 
“Even if | didn’t know you, | wouldn’t. Not over something 
like that.” Jack looked down again, giving Ricky a scowl that 
was obviously fake. “Don’t go fucking up my reputation as 

a mean old man, though.” 

“You are being awfully nice to me,” Ricky pointed out, as 
they came into town. 

“Everyone’s got their character flaws.” Jack traced the curve 
of Ricky’s ear with his thumb. He turned down the long 

road that would take them across the top of the city to their 
gated community. 
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“Doesn't feel like much of a flaw right now,” Ricky 
admitted, closing his eyes again. 

“That’s because you’re young. They give you any painkillers 
at the hospital?” 

“A local anesthetic on my arm when they did the stitches,” 


Ricky murmured. “And some Tylenol for the rest. | guess 


it’s working. | don’t feel quite as bad as | did before.” 
Moments later, Jack had to slow for the automated gates to 
let them in. Then they were on their way through the 
winding streets to the hills at the back, where Jack’s house 
was waiting up a long, green lawn, under huge oak trees. 
Jack pulled up into his driveway and parked by the house, 
instead of pulling back to the small barn that had been 
converted into his garage. “Let me help you out.” 

Ricky sat up so Jack could move, but he wasn’t sure what to 
do with himself, so he just watched Jack pick up his pipe, 
take the keys out of the ignition, and take the shotgun down 
from the rack above the back window. Jack was the only 
man in the neighborhood with a gun rack in his truck, but 
then, Ricky thought Jack might also be the only man in the 
neighborhood with a truck. 

Once Jack got out of the truck, Ricky shook himself and 


started folding the blanket back up the way it had been 
when 


he’d found it. He could hear Jack unloading the gun, putting 


it in the locker in the back of the truck. When Jack came 


around to Ricky’s door, pipe clenched in his teeth, he 
offered 


Ricky his hands. “C’mon.” 

Grabbing his bag, Ricky put his hands in Jack’s and let Jack 
help him out of the truck. “Thanks,” he murmured, once he 
was steady again. 
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“You're a wreck.” Jack put an arm around his shoulders and 
led him toward the house. “You want to get cleaned up?” 
“A shower might be nice.” Ricky was surprised by the offer, 
but he’d been surprised when Jack had agreed to come pick 
him up, too, so that showed what he knew. 

They went in the back door to the kitchen, Ricky still tucked 
up against Jack’s side. “Can you do that with those 
stitches?” 

Damn it. “No.” 

“Bath, then.” Jack steered him toward the back stairs. 
“You'll feel better, even if it’s just a quick wash. Trust me.” 
The stairs came out right near Jack’s rooms where he 


worked and slept. Jack nudged Ricky toward the bathroom. 


The bathroom was exactly what Ricky would have expected 
from the rest of the house. It had white tiles, exposed pipe 
work, and an old-fashioned iron tub with bird feet and a 
rainfall showerhead above it. He was somewhat surprised by 
the bookcase, but there were bookcases everywhere else in 
the house, too. 

Ricky put his bag down on the floor and ran a hand through 
his hair. “Thanks. | guess, um... do you have a towel | can 
use, or something?” 

Jack popped open a door in the lower part of the built-in 
Shelving unit and pulled out a couple towels and a 
washcloth. There was a wire basket on the side of the tub 
that held soap and shampoo. 

“Extra robe on the back of the door.” Jack pointed. It was 
red and gray, sibling to the blue and tan one Jack was 
wearing. Ricky thought he’d probably drown in the thing. 
Slow Bloom - 18 

Jack wasn’t too much taller than him, but he was a lot 
bigger. 


“Okay.” Ricky looked at Jack for a minute, and then started 


to pull his shirt off, careful of his injured left arm. 

Jack moved a white wooden chair over near the tub and put 
the towels on it. “Shout if you need anything.” He looked 
Ricky over once more, appraisingly, before heading for the 
door. 

“I will. Thanks.” Ricky dropped his shirt on the floor and 
looked at the closed door. 

Jack Corson was a hell of a lot nicer than people gave him 
credit for. 

Ricky got the water running, nice and hot, and then finished 
stripping down. Mottled bruises were already rising on his 
Skin, and there were scrapes from where he’d fallen on the 
sidewalk. He was a mess, just like Jack had said. 

He climbed into the tub and settled down, soaking a little 


before he started to wash. Lying there with his eyes closed, 
it 


was hard not to think back to the bar, to think about all the 
things he’d done wrong and what he could’ve done 
differently to save himself from all of this. 


Ricky pulled his knees up and wrapped his arms around 


them, hugging himself. He sniffled, trying to hold back the 
tears he could feel welling up in his eyes. It wasn’t fair, none 
of it. Why did that guy have to hit on him? Why hadn’t 
Ricky realized what the guy was doing? Why hadn’t he just 
stayed home? 

Ricky wiped away his tears, after a while, and took a deep 
breath to calm himself. He’d be okay. He would. He just 
needed to get cleaned up and then he’d feel better. 

Slow Bloom - 19 

There was a tap on the door that led to the bedroom, then 
Jack came in, stopping just inside the door. He’d left the 


boots and bathrobe somewhere and was down to worn 
pants 


and a thin white undershirt. He smelled of fresh pipe smoke 
and there was a scotch in his hand. 

“Didn’t want you to drown on me,” he said dryly. His sharp 
green eyes swept over Ricky and took in the reddened eyes 
and nose from crying, but he didn’t comment. “You doing 
Okay?” 


“Yeah.” Ricky had to swallow again to make his voice come 


out steady. “I’m okay. Just...” He shrugged and reached out 
to turn the water off. He didn’t want to mess up the stitches. 
“Just getting cleaned up, | guess.” 

“You need any help?” Jack crossed his big arms over his 
chest and could have looked scary, but his expression had 
sympathy under the sternness. 

Ricky looked at Jack blankly for a moment, and then pulled 
himself together. He managed a bit of a grin as he picked up 
the bar of soap from the basket and waggled it at Jack. “l 
don’t know. You’re obviously pretty good at playing white 
knight and riding to the rescue, but are you any good at 
washing backs?” 

Jack laughed at him and tossed back his scotch. He put the 
empty glass down on the sink with a clink, and then came 
over, stripping off his shirt. He dropped it over the back of 
the chair, and then grabbed the washcloth off the top of the 
towels. “I see your sass didn’t take any bruising. That’s a 
good thing.” Jack moved the towels to the floor and sat 


down on the chair he'd put near the tub, and then he wet 
the 


cloth and took the soap to get it lathered up. 

“No, I’m pretty sure that wasn’t what they were interested 
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in,” Ricky muttered wryly. He leaned forward, so his bare 
back faced Jack. 

“I’m pretty sure it wasn’t about you at all,” Jack said quietly. 
He moved Ricky’s hair out of the way and started washing 
the nape of Ricky’s neck. He was slow and gentle, working 
his way down gradually as he washed in circles. 

“I guess.” Ricky tilted his head to rest his cheek on his 
knees. “Huh,” he murmured, after a while. “Guess you're 
good at this, too.” 

“Good at what?” Jack kept washing his way down to the 
waterline, using his free hand to scoop water up that rinsed 
away the soap as he worked. 

“Well, washing my back, for one thing.” Ricky glanced back 
at Jack, offering up a little smile. “It feels good.” 

Jack chuckled low, and shook his head. Jack finished 
washing Ricky’s back, and then put a hand on his shoulder 


to draw him back until Ricky was leaning against the sloping 


end of the tub. “You’re hardly the first person I’ve bathed in 
my lifetime.” 

Jack started washing Ricky’s shoulders and his arms, the 
good arm first and then Ricky’s injured left arm. Jack made 
sure to get all the dirt off and carefully loosened up any grit 
trapped in the scrapes. 

“Okay, that doesn’t feel quite as good,” Ricky said tightly, 
flinching. 

“Sorry.” Jack stroked Ricky’s cheek and petted down the 
side of Ricky’s neck with his free hand. He rinsed out the 
cloth and wiped Ricky’s arms down, and then soaped it 
again. 
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Even with the bit of pain from his arm, Jack’s touches felt 
good, arousing, in spite of everything that had happened 
tonight. Ricky hoped Jack wasn’t planning to stop. “Going 
to get the rest of me cleaned up, too?” Ricky asked, 
managing to put a teasing tone in his voice. 

Jack laughed and started up under Ricky’s jaw, sluicing 


away the soap with one hand, like before. He worked down 


Ricky’s chest, slowly and carefully, circling in on Ricky’s 
nipples, getting them spotlessly clean and dark pink and 
sensitive. 


It wasn’t hard to just lie back and let that happen, to purr 
and 


arch into it, not when it felt so good. Ricky wondered how 
he’d never noticed, all this time, how good it felt to have 
someone play with his nipples like that. Jack seemed to 
know just how to touch him. He sighed and stretched a little, 
arching into the touches for more. 

Jack seemed content to do that for a few minutes before the 
cloth moved down over Ricky's belly. Now, Jack's free hand 
was caressing his chest, teasing his nipples more. The cloth 
washed lower, under the water, sliding down into the hollow 
of one of Ricky's hips, and then Jack's breath brushed his 
lips. 

A heartbeat later and Jack's mouth was on his, and Ricky 
made a surprised little noise. He opened his eyes to see 
Jack’s face right there, then closed his eyes and leaned into 


the warm and tender kisses. Jack kissed him almost 
chastely, 


but very intimately and thoroughly, without Jack's tongue 
ever slipping past his lips. 

Jack's free hand curled around the back of Ricky's neck, the 
other one stopped moving while Jack kissed him more. 
Now, his tongue slid along Ricky's lips and slipped into his 
mouth, seeking out Ricky's tongue. Jack could kiss. They 
hadn’t kissed last time, but, God, Ricky was starting to wish 
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they had. 

The hand with the cloth started moving again, to wash 
between Ricky's thighs. Jack was gentle there, still, like he 
was letting Ricky decide whether or not to open up for him. 
Jack's kisses were tender; he was being careful not to make 
Ricky's split lip worse. Still, there was something about the 
way he kissed that said he was the one in charge, that Ricky 


was Safe here with him. He was dominant, commanding, 
and 


shameless. Ricky needed that so badly right now. 
Jack washed Ricky's thighs and balls and even Ricky's dick, 


trailing the soft-rough cloth over sensitive skin. Then he 


washed down behind Ricky's balls, between his asscheeks, 
circling and teasing and rubbing like he had for Ricky's 
nipples. 

Ricky couldn't hold back a moan as he shifted in the tub, 
trying to open up more to Jack's touches. His breath came 
faster and he knew his cheeks were flushed, but he didn't 
care that he was being obvious about being turned on. Jack 
knew exactly what he was doing; his approving rumble was 
proof of that. 

Leaning over, Jack kissed down Ricky's throat and got his 
mouth on one of Ricky's nipples, sucking and flicking his 
tongue over it, while his fingers under the washcloth circled 
and pressed against Ricky's hole. It wasn't like he was trying 
to get in, more like he was waking Ricky up to everything he 
could feel right there, the way he could tingle and crave 
being touched more, anything for more stimulation. 

"Oh, God." Ricky's head fell back and his hands came up to 
curl around the back of Jack's head. He couldn't figure out 
what to do, how to move to get more of everything Jack was 


doing to him. It made Ricky feel clean and right and good to 


let Jack give him this. 
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Jack kept it up a bit longer before moving to kiss Ricky on 
the mouth again. He dropped the cloth and got his arms 
around Ricky, pulling him almost out of the tub for a kiss. "I 
think you're all clean," he murmured against Ricky's mouth. 
"Yeah," Ricky whispered. He tilted his head to kiss Jack 
again, taking advantage of the way Jack's mouth was still 
pressed against his own. 

Jack straightened slowly, drawing Ricky up out of the tub 
and onto his lap, his muscles standing out and rippling with 
the effort. He wasn't done kissing Ricky, not at all. He didn't 
miss a beat as he pulled a towel around Ricky to soak up 
most of the water. He was going to have to leave his pants 
behind at this rate; they were drenched now that Ricky was 
sitting in his lap, but he didn't seem to mind. 

Ricky wriggled around so he could sit up more, so he could 
get his hands on Jack. His left arm ached when he moved it 
too much, so he was careful, but he still wanted to touch. He 


Slid his hands over Jack's chest, brushing over Jack’s 


nipples through the silvery hair. Ricky wasn't sure if Jack 
liked feeling it as much as he seemed to like doing it, as 
much as Ricky liked it, but he thought maybe he should try. 
Touching got a murmur of pleasure from Jack and he 
paused, letting Ricky play for a moment. Then Jack was 
standing up, getting Ricky's feet on the floor and holding 
him up with one arm so he didn't fall, still kissing him slow 
and gentle and hot. Jack's other hand was busy undoing his 
pants and pushing them, and his boxers, away until they fell 
to his feet. Once he was bare, his hot cock slid along Ricky's 
cool, damp hip and made him hum with pleasure. 

Moaning softly, Ricky pressed closer to Jack. His mouth 
watered, just from the feeling of Jack's cock. Sucking Jack 
off last time had been amazing. Ricky had jerked off to the 
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memories of it pretty much ever since. 

Jack dropped the towel. It was summer, the air was warm, 
the windows were open, and they'd dry soon enough. "Bed," 
he murmured, letting one hand wander over Ricky's ass and 


back. The other cupped Ricky's cheek tenderly and he spoke 


so that his slick lips brushed Ricky's. "I want you." It wasn't 
as though it wasn't obvious, but the way he said it so 
tenderly was something else. 

Ricky's eyes opened wide with surprise, and then he smiled. 
It was nice to hear that and know it was true. This wasn't 
anything like the guy in the bar. He knew Jack wanted him. 
"| want you, too," he murmured, putting words to how he'd 
been acting. This was the sweetest way he could imagine to 
shed the shame and fear and loathing he'd been carrying 
since the first punch had split his lip. Of all the things he'd 
imagined, Jack Corson being good to him like this, knowing 
what he needed so much, wasn't something he'd ever 
conjured up. 

"Good." Jack's smile was sweet, making the crow's feet at 
the corners of his eyes deepen. "Get your beautiful self in 
my bed and we'll talk about how." One more kiss and then 
he nudged Ricky toward the bedroom door. 

Ricky padded through the door into the bedroom. Jack's bed 
was huge. Ricky wondered if maybe he should've dried off 


more before he came in here; his damp skin caught on the 


sheets as he stretched out on the bed. 

The room was dim except for the glow of a lamp far over by 
a window, on the desk where Jack sat to write. The long 
windows were open, the night air stirring the curtains; the 


big fan overhead was still. Jack made a noise that was 
almost 


a purr as he followed Ricky in, lagging behind because he'd 
stopped to grab the robe he'd said Ricky could use. He 
tossed it over the foot of the bed with his own and stopped 
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by the bed to admire Ricky all spread out in the white 
sheets. 


Rolling over onto his back, Ricky looked up at Jack. No, this 
was nothing like the guy at the bar at all, and for all kinds of 
reasons, not the least of which was that he'd had a crush on 
Jack Corson for years. The last time -- the first time, what 


he’d expected to be the only time -- they'd been together 
had 


done nothing to quell that attraction. 
Jack slid into bed with him, surprisingly graceful for a big, 


older man, and leaned over to kiss him on the chest, making 


a soft, humming noise that seemed to mean he was pleased 
with things. There was want in his expression, yes, but 
sadness, too. "How's the arm?" he asked quietly, raising his 
head to look Ricky in the eye. 

"Sore, but..." Ricky shrugged and rolled onto his side so he 
could hold his arm out to show Jack. "It'll be okay, | guess." 
The way Jack had talked about that bar, Ricky wondered just 


how often things like this happened there, but he didn't 
want 


to ask. He wasn't sure he really wanted to know. 

Jack stroked gently, keeping his fingers away from the 
stitches. At least it hadn't gone into the muscle. "You tell me 
if it hurts too much." He followed the order with a kiss on 
Ricky's lips as he slid an arm under Ricky's shoulders to 
hold him close. "There's better things than Tylenol in my 
cabinet." He kissed Ricky again, fingers feathering over 
Ricky's cheek and jaw, careful of his bruises. 

Ricky's eyes slid shut and he nodded. "Okay." For now, he 
tilted his head into Jack's kisses, flicking his tongue out to 


tempt Jack to kiss him deeper. He didn't want to think about 


anything else while he was safe in Jack's arms. 

Jack curled his tongue against Ricky's, drew it into his 
mouth to suck at it. He explored Ricky's body, teasing and 
touching until Ricky couldn't think. When his hand dipped 
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between Ricky's legs, stroking and tugging Ricky's balls, his 
fingers pressing up behind them in little circles, Ricky was 
lost in bliss. 


"Oh," Ricky whispered. "Oh, God." He rolled onto his back 
again, spreading his legs and drawing one knee up so that 


there was more room for Jack to touch. He moaned, his hips 
shifting instinctively, trying to get more, as his hands found 
Jack's shoulder and the back of Jack’s neck and he held on 
tight as he arched into all of it. 

Jack bit and sucked down to one nipple while his thumb 
massaged down in the crease of Ricky's ass, no more ina 
hurry to tease or push inside than he seemed in a hurry to 
touch Ricky's cock. He shifted to bite and suck the other 


nipple as his hand came back to Ricky's balls and the base 
of 


his cock and that sensitive place behind them. 


Ricky shuddered, his breath coming faster. The little hints of 


pain just brought sparks of pleasure and made him feel 
clean 


all over again. He couldn't control the little moans and 
whimpers, not with the way Jack was touching him. Jack 
hadn't even touched his dick yet, and already Ricky was 
Shivering, on the verge of orgasm. 

Jack's hand shifted so his thumb was pressing up behind 
Ricky's balls, rolling deep and slow, and his fingers were 
stroking down between Ricky's asscheeks, strumming gently 
over his hole, firm and rhythmic. His teeth sank slowly into 
the skin under the bud of Ricky's nipple, just enough to 
sting, lifting it up so that Jack could suck it and flick his 
tongue over it in time with his fingers. 

Ricky hissed in a breath, and then he was coming in hard 
rushes that left him whimpering Jack's name. Jack kissed 
him on the mouth while he was coming, stealing Ricky's 
whimpers away. As Ricky's orgasm faded, he was left 
sleepy and exhausted. He kept kissing Jack, his hands 
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Sliding over Jack's bare skin, but he didn’t last long before 
his eyes were slipping shut and he was falling asleep. 

EK 
Jack snuggled the boy until he was solidly asleep, then 
disentangled himself. When Ricky didn't wake up, he tucked 
Ricky in and, grabbing his robe, padded to the bathroom. 
There was no way he was going to be able to take a piss 
with a hard-on like he'd been left with, and his dick didn't 
seem in the mood to cooperate when he'd just denied it that 


pretty mouth and ass. Damn thing didn't have any 
sympathy 


for anyone. 


Jack locked the door between the bathroom and the 
bedroom 


and, sprawling on the white chair by the tub, jerked off with 
more efficiency than sensuality. Coming was a relief and he 
let out a rumbling sigh as he shot onto his belly. He wiped 
up with the cloth he'd used to wash Ricky, gave himself a 
moment to breathe and luxuriate in the memory of touching 
Ricky's smooth, golden body, then he got up to take the piss 


he'd needed and to clean the bathroom. 


Afterward, he sat back down at his desk and got a few hours 
of writing in before he hung his robe at the foot of the bed 
and sprawled on his belly beside Ricky, dropping off into a 
deep, dreamless sleep. 

Slow Bloom - 28 

C hapter Two 

Jack woke with a rumble in an empty bed. He wondered if 
the boy had gone home to face his father. Rolling out of bed, 
he grabbed his robe and wandered through his morning 
bathroom routine. In the bathroom, he found that Ricky's 
clothes were still folded on the chair by the tub. Either Ricky 
had gone home in Jack's robe or he was still here. 
Grumbling and stretching out his aching joints, making his 
robe slide askew without caring to sort it out, Jack rumbled 
down the back stairs to the kitchen to find some coffee. 
Ricky looked up when Jack came into the kitchen. 

"Morning," he murmured. 

“There you are." Jack frowned and came over, taking 

Ricky's chin in hand and tilting his head so Jack could 


inspect him. "How's the head? The arm?" Ricky looked so 


damn edible sitting there wrapped up in Jack’s robe. Jack 


wanted to set him on the table, unwrap him, and eat him 
up, 


but the situation warranted careful navigation. While Jack 
could be indulgent in a one-time situation, now was the time 


to start thinking with the head above his waist; it would 
have 


been even if the kid hadn't just gotten gay-bashed the night 
before. 

"It's okay, | guess. I, um. | got some Tylenol from your 
cabinet. Took it a while ago." 

"Good. It's helping?" Jack ran his fingers over the bruises 


and the cut lip, trying not to let the twist in his chest show 
on 


his face. Christ, all this time and it was still happening, right 
on his fucking doorstep. Thank God people called the police 
these days. Jack made himself stop touching, pulling his 


hands away and turning to pour a cup of coffee. "Lady at 
the 


hospital gave you papers about those stitches, too, right? 


You read them?" 
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“The papers are in that bag," Ricky said. "She told me how 


to take care of them, and when | have to go back to get 
them 


out. Thank you for coming to get me." 

"Don't worry about it. Like | said, I'd have come even if | 
didn't know you." Jack finished pouring his coffee and 
turned to look at Ricky; the kid had no idea how thin a line it 


was -- just a thread of fate, really -- between him sitting 
here, 


looking precious and drinking Jack's coffee, and his daddy 
waiting for someone to pull back the sheet so he could know 


that his little boy was gone. One kick in the wrong place, 
one 


thump on the curb, and it was all over, even if all the 
murderous little fucks meant to do was scare him. 

"It's not the first time." Jack was always hoping it'd be the 
last time, though. "Next time you want to go have some fun, 
| Know some people who still remember what that means. 
There’re safer places to be." 


"Okay." Ricky looked down at his coffee mug, frowning. "I 


just wanted to go dance a little, listen to the music. | wasn't 
even expecting anyone to come on to me." 

“Doesn't matter why you went there." Jack came over and 
sat down across from Ricky, holding his coffee in both 
hands to warm up the aching joints in his fingers. "You 
could be straight and they'd still have kicked your ass, 
depending on their mood. There's no being innocent enough 
for their kind. | don't want you with some dumbfuck idea 
like you just being there to dance made it more wrong for 
them to hurt you than if you were there to get fucked three 
weeks from Sunday. Either way, they're sociopathic 
criminals who need to pay for what they did to you. Got it? 
And if you want someplace safe to just be young and like 
everyone else, I'll find the name of somewhere for you." It 
was so hard not to be furious. Jack knew it was seeping 
from his skin, but he tried to keep it in check. 
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Ricky's cheeks heated up dark pink and he dropped his 
gaze. 


“That's not what | meant," he mumbled. "I just meant that | 
shouldn't have even gone outside with him. That's not what 


| 

was there for." 

"That's bullshit, too. You had every fucking right to think 
you could go outside with him." Jack put his coffee down 
and came around the table, tugging Ricky's chair so that 
Ricky was facing him when he crouched down. "Don't you 
ever fucking say something like that, you hear me? You 
weren't stupid. You didn't know and you shouldn't have had 
to know. Not what you were... baby, we are all there for that, 


all the time, most of us. It's called being human. What he 
did 


was evil. And | don't say that in a small way." 

"So what was | supposed to do?" Ricky asked, looking 

down at his coffee again. "I'm not twenty-one. Whatever 
place you think is supposed to be safe isn't even going to let 
me in the door." He sighed, shrugging. "I'm just... | don't 
know." 

"Just what?" Jack plucked the coffee out of Ricky's hands 
and put it aside so it couldn't be used as an excuse not to 


look Jack in the eye. 


There were ways around the wretched age limit bullshit 
these 


pompous prudes stuck all over everything. Jack had no use 
for that. Sure, a kid could get married to a woman, and only 
a woman, or go die for his country, as long as he didn't 
admit to being gay, or own a gun to shoot himself in the 


head with, because life in this place was a fucking 
nightmare 


some days, but he couldn't get into a night club to go dance 
his ass off. Not that Jack was angry about it or anything. 
Ricky picked at the edge of the robe and sighed. "Just mad." 
"Mad's good. Just not at yourself," Jack rumbled. He slid his 
fingers into Ricky's hands, catching them and stopping them 
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from worrying the worn edge of the robe into an all-out 
frayed spot. "Save that for when it's actually your damn 
fault." He tugged lightly at Ricky's hands, careful not to 
move the left one at all, to get Ricky's attention. "If | thought 
it was your fault, you think you wouldn't have heard about 
it?" 


"| guess." Ricky gave in and grinned wryly. “Yeah." 


That was better. Jack chuckled softly. "So stop that shit. You 
have enough on your plate." He wanted to kiss that bruised, 
scabbed mouth so much, but that wasn't on the agenda for 
now. He just squeezed Ricky's hands gently, careful of the 
scabs on the palms, and forced himself to his feet. His knees 
actually creaked as he straightened and got his robe sorted 
properly. He wanted to do more to make it better, wanted to 
feel like less of a helpless old man, but he'd done what he 
could. 

Ricky looked up at Jack and nodded. "I guess | do." 

"You're gonna be fine." Jack stroked Ricky's golden curls 
back. He had work to do, but that didn't keep him from 
wanting to keep Ricky here with him all day, to lie naked in 


the sun out back, to swim, to just be, and if they had sex, 
that 


was a pleasant bonus. Something about Ricky -- and it 
wasn't his youth, because Jack generally found that to be an 
irritant -- made Jack want him around. That, on its own, was 
irritating. 


"Thanks." Ricky offered up a smile. "I guess | should go 


talk to my folks, get it over with." 

"I'll find you a clean shirt so your mother doesn't have a 
conniption." Jack rubbed the back of his knuckles against 
Ricky's cheek, feeling the soft, golden stubble barely there 
for all that it had to be at least half a day since Ricky shaved 
last. "You want me to walk over there with you?" 
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Ricky thought about that for a minute. "Maybe? If you 
wouldn't mind. It might make them feel better." 

"Wouldn't have offered if | minded. | don't do much | don't 
feel like doing." Jack picked up his coffee. "I'll go find you 
that shirt and put some clothes on myself." 

"Thanks." Ricky stood up, careful of his bruises and 
scrapes, and picked up his coffee. "I'll go get my jeans and 
stuff." 

"Come on, then. They're in the bathroom." Jack headed 
upstairs ahead of Ricky, so he wouldn't get distracted by 
those gold legs and that pert ass. He left Ricky to his own 
devices, because getting naked with him might only lead to 


fooling around, at least on Jack's part. He had no idea if the 


boy was still interested. Jack dug into the back of his closet 
and came up with a white linen shirt that had come back 
from the cleaners a size too small. It was long-sleeved, with 
little shell buttons down the front. That'd fit, and it'd look 
good on Ricky. He put it on the bed. 

Now, he had to dress himself. Seemed he should look 
respectable for returning Ricky to his parents. He pulled on 
briefs and a pair of jeans without stains or holes, then a 
decent shirt. A belt, so he didn't look sloppy, and a pair of 
leather deck shoes that he usually wore to the yacht club 
would finish things up so he looked acceptable. He came out 
of his closet to put on his watch and rings and sunglasses, 
looking around for Ricky. 

Ricky came out of the bathroom wearing his jeans and 
sneakers. He was carrying the rest of his clothes -- his briefs 
wrapped up in his shirt -- in his hand. "You said you might 
have a shirt | could use?" 

"Here. Either | never bought the right size, or the cleaner did 
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a number on it." Jack picked up the shirt and brought it over. 


"I'll get you something to put your things in, too." 


"I can put it in the bag from the hospital." Ricky put his little 
bundle of clothes down so he could take the shirt from Jack. 


"Okay." Jack stood there, thumbs hooked through his belt 
loops, and watched Ricky put the shirt on. It was still too 
big, but the style was a kind that would allow for that. There 


was an unbidden spark of heat in his belly as he 
remembered 


last night, the way that lean, tanned body had been all his 
for 


a while. 
Ricky buttoned up the shirt. "This okay?" he asked, looking 


up at Jack once he was dressed. The long sleeves covered 
up 


the stitches on his arm. 

It looked so good, the white standing out against Ricky’s 
tan. Jack nodded slowly. "You look fine. Let's go on now." 

He didn't want to go; he wanted to push Ricky back onto the 
bed, Ricky could keep the shirt on. Jack's brain and dick had 
decided to cooperate for once, and not to the benefit of the 


task at hand. "Get your things." 


Ricky shoved his clothes into the bag on the bedside table 
and followed Jack out. He was quiet on the way over to his 
parents’ house. 

"I'll stay if you need me." If Ricky was outright scared, he'd 
hang around, but Jack wasn't sure he'd be able to carry ona 
sexual relationship, beyond the couple casual encounters 
they'd had, if Ricky couldn't cope with this alone. Legal age 
was fine for something he wasn't going to do again. 
Spending the night, having sex again, things like that 
demanded some maturity. 

Ricky shook his head. "I'll be okay. I'd rather do it myself." 
He shrugged. "You bringing me home will probably make 
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them feel better, but I'll be fine." 

Jack was surprised at what a relief that was. "Good." They 
made their way up the long driveway to Ricky's house, Jack 
with his hands shoved in his pockets as usual, sunglasses 
firmly in place. 

When they got to the door, Ricky found that it was locked. 


Rather than digging through the plastic bag for his keys, he 


rang the doorbell. 

Jack reached over and rubbed the small of Ricky's back, 
soothingly, just once. Then he pushed his sunglasses up and 
gave Ricky a quick smile before putting on his usual grumpy 
expression and crossing his arms over his chest, waiting for 
someone to answer the door. 

The door opened with Ricky's mom, Suzanne, on the other 
side. 

"Hey, Mom--" Ricky's greeting was cut off by his mother's 
horrified gasp. "I'm okay, Mom. It's okay." Ricky looked up 
at Jack and flashed him a quick, pained smile. "Thanks for 
getting me home," he said, and then stepped forward to get 
his mother back inside. 

"I'll talk to you later," Jack said. He waited, taking up the 
doorway, in case Ricky's father wanted a word with him. 
Sure enough, Reginald Talbot came out just a moment later, 
his expression cautious. "Jack." Reggie held out his hand. 
"Reggie." Jack shook Reggie's hand firmly. "He didn't do 


anything wrong," he said to start, so they'd get that out of 
the 


way. "Just had a spot of trouble. It was fine for him to call 
me to come get him." Jack looked down the hall where 
Ricky had disappeared. "He said he'd explain it all to you 
himself. I'm sure it'll all make sense when he does." He 
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looked back at Reggie, hooking his thumbs through his belt 
loops so his hands wouldn't hang uselessly by his sides. 
"He's had a hard night." 

Reggie looked over his shoulder, and then back at Jack, 
nodding. "It looks like it." He sighed, the worry showing 
around his eyes. "Thank you for going to get him." 

"Wasn't any trouble. I'm just glad he called." Jack made a 
face at his own words and put his sunglasses back down. 
Reggie nodded, frowning. "Thanks again." 

"Not a problem." Jack offered Reggie his hand. "Take care." 
That done, he turned to go. It would be good to get back to 
the silence of his house, to focus on his work. Maybe he'd 
have a swim and take his notes outside. That would be a 
good use of the day, and it'd get his mind back where it 


belonged. 


KKK 


"Come here and sit down." Ricky's mother tried to get him 
to 


sit down at the kitchen table where the light was good. Her 
hands were fluttering around as she shooed him in that 
direction without touching him. "Honey, what happened?" 
Tears welled up in her eyes. "When? Why didn't you call?" 


"I'm okay," Ricky assured her again. "It was late last night. | 
called Jack. It's okay. He picked me up and brought me back 


to his place so | could clean up." 

"You could have called us, we would have come." She took 
his face in her hands. "You need to see a doctor, Ricky, not 
just to wash up in some old man's sink instead of coming 
home so we can be Sure you're okay." 
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"| did." Ricky looked up as his dad walked in. "I went to the 
ER in Somerville. That's where Jack picked me up." 


"Somerville." Reggie took a deep breath and sat down 
across 


from Ricky. "Suzie, honey, sit down. He's seen a doctor; 


he's okay for the moment. Let's just hear what happened. 


Whatever it was, Jack wanted to make sure | knew it wasn't 
Ricky's fault." He looked rather grim, holding his hand out 
to his wife to get her to come back. 

"The ER? And you didn't call us?" Suzanne blinked and 
tears rolled down her cheeks. She stopped trying to look 
Ricky over, looking between the two of them, then went to 
get a tissue. "What happened? Were you drinking?" 

"No, no, | wasn't drinking." Ricky put the plastic bag down 
by his feet and used the motion to take a slow breath. "It 


wasn't really that bad, honest. | was at the Black Cat. | 
wasn't 


drinking, | was just there to dance, to have fun." Ricky tried 
not to think about how he'd already just come out by telling 
them the name of the bar, if they recognized it. 

“There was this guy. We were... we were talking and stuff, 
and when | went outside with him, he and his friends 


decided I'd make a good punching bag. Somebody called 
the 


cops, and the guys ran off. | went to the hospital and got 
stitches, and then called Jack to come get me. That's all." 


That's all. Like it had been nothing. It had been horrible, but 


his parents didn't need to see that. They didn't need to 
worry 


more than they already were. 

Ricky's father's face looked stormy; he looked angrier than 
Jack had and the muscle in his jaw twitched. "The police 
interviewed you? Took your statement and everything?" He 
was leaning back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest 
like he was holding himself in. 

"Oh, honey, that's awful. Where are the stitches?" Suzanne 
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tucked another tissue in her pocket and came over to look. 
Ricky's father might have worked things out, but his mother 
hadn't. 

Ricky pushed up his sleeve so his mother could see his arm, 
but his eyes were on his father. "Yeah." The police over in 
Somerville already knew that Judge Talbot's son was queer; 
Ricky hadn't had much choice about that. When they'd 
shown up at the bar, he'd had to talk to them. "I'm sorry, 
Daddy." 


"Oh, honey." Ricky's mother kissed him on the head. "I'm 


going to get you something for the pain. And a cold pack. 
And some of that antibiotic cream from when Dad cut his 


hand on the lawnmower." She kissed him one more time 
and 


then dashed out of the room. 
"What are you sorry for?" Ricky's father looked, if it were 
possible, even angrier now. 


"I, um." Ricky looked down at his feet. "I just. | didn't mean 
for it to happen like this. And the police..." He glanced up at 


his dad. "I didn't know what to say. | mean, | told them the 
truth, but... I'm sorry about all of it." 

"You don't have anything to be sorry for, except not telling 
your mother and me where you were going, exactly. None of 
it is your fault." Ricky's father looked up as his wife hurried 
back in, carrying a few small containers, some packets of 
antiseptic wipes, and a cold pack wrapped in a clean white 
cloth. "But I think you should tell your mother the whole 
story." 

“The whole what?" Suzanne sat down next to Ricky and put 
everything down on the table. "Give me your arm, 


sweetheart." 


Obediently, Ricky held out his arm. "The whole story." 
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Ricky swallowed hard, looking at his father while he said, 
"That the Black Cat is a gay bar." 

Ricky's mother was opening up one of the packages of 
wipes when that sank in. Her hands trembled. 

"| see." She looked across at Ricky's father, then at Ricky. 
"Did you really call Jack?" Tears welled up in her eyes 
again. "Was he there with you?" 

"Mom, no." Ricky shook his head. "I went by myself. | took 
the bus. Jack... | don't think Jack would go to a place like 
that. He just came to pick me up when | called, that's all." 
Ricky's father swallowed his laughter at the idea. "Honey, 
it's an all-ages club. | think you'd have to shoot Jack to get 
him in the door." 

“But you called him instead of us, sweetheart." Ricky's 
mother took his hand, stroking it gently. "Why didn't you 
think you could call us?" 

"| just..." Ricky met his mom's eyes and let out a slow 


breath. "I wasn't ready to explain." 


Ricky's father got up and came around the table. "I'm sorry 
you got hurt, and I'm glad you're home." 

Ricky stood up and let his father pull him into a hug, 
wrapping his arms around his dad in return. "Thanks, 
Daddy." Being all wrapped up in his daddy's arms felt safe, 
just like it always had. 

"We love you." His father rubbed his back gently, not letting 
go just yet. "I'm sorry you didn't get to tell us in your own 
time. | hope you weren't scared we couldn't take it." 

"| just... didn't Know what to say." Ricky closed his eyes and 
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rested his cheek against his dad's shoulder. "I was going to 
tell you, | promise." 

"We respect that," his dad said quietly. 

"We do." His mother stroked his hair and then hugged him 
as well, petting his shoulder. "I'm so sorry someone hurt 
you, Ricky. They had no right to hurt my baby." 

"They didn't have a right to hurt anyone," Ricky said quietly, 
remembering what Jack had said about it happening there 


before, to other people. "But I'm okay." 


KKK 


Ricky told his parents he was going to thank Jack again for 
his help. It was true. He didn't mention that he had other 
hopes for the visit. He didn't think his parents would really 
want to know that part. 

He thought about changing his clothes, about putting on 
something that he knew looked good on him, but he thought 
his parents would probably get suspicious. Instead, he stuck 
with the cargo shorts and white T-shirt he was already 
wearing. Ricky stood outside Jack's house for a moment, 
building up his courage, before he finally rang the doorbell. 
There was a long pause and then Jack pulled the door open. 
He was wearing a pair of old cargo shorts, a belt, and 
nothing else, and he looked disgruntled. That look faded 
when he saw Ricky standing there. "They let you out of their 
sight today." He stepped back to let Ricky in. "I'm 
Surprised." 

"Yeah. They probably watched to make sure | made it across 
the street, but I'm allowed out." Ricky smiled as he stepped 


inside. He didn't mind; his parents had a right to be worried 


after what had happened. "I came over to thank you again." 
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Jack closed the door behind him. "I told you, it was 
nothing." Jack crossed his arms over his chest, looking at 
Ricky with a slightly stern expression. "Just get better so 
you can get back to mowing my lawn. Also, the damn pool 
is full of bugs." 

Ricky laughed. "I could probably handle a skimmer, you 
know." Maybe not the lawn mower, though, even the new 
one. 

"Not until the stitches come out." Jack shook his head, 
frowning at Ricky. "Sorry. Until you're better, Mr. Torres is 
going to do it when he brings Anna over to do the cleaning." 
"Okay." Ricky was having a hard time figuring out whether 
Jack was still interested, whether it was a good idea to say 
anything or not. Finally, he just shoved his hands into his 
pockets and tilted his head back to look up at Jack. "Guess 
I'll have to come up with some other way to make it up to 
you. Got any ideas?" 


"| don't think you owe me anything." Jack looked down at 


him, frowning. "It doesn't work that way." 
Ricky frowned, shaking his curls back. "That's not what | 


meant." So much for tentative flirting. "I fell asleep. | didn't 
mean to. | wanted... Well. | wanted you. Yesterday morning 


didn't really seem like the time, but | thought maybe if | 
came 


back today, you'd still be interested." 

"You needed to sleep." Jack's expression softened, turning 
almost tender. "You had a shock to your system." He 
reached out and cupped Ricky's face in one hand. "And I'm 
still here today. Probably here tomorrow... for a while, if I'm 
lucky." 


"Just because you're here doesn't mean you're still 
interested 


Slow Bloom - 41 

in me," Ricky pointed out, but he was already turning his 
face into Jack's hand, brushing his lips over the palm. 
Jack exhaled, a soft snort of frustration, then stepped in 
closer and kissed Ricky on the mouth, hot and slow. The 
hand that wasn't sliding into Ricky's hair slipped up under 


Ricky's untucked T-shirt and caressed the small of his back. 


After a long, perfect kiss, Jack pulled back to murmur, "I am 
very interested in you," against Ricky's kiss-slick lips. 

"Oh." Ricky knew it sounded stupid, but he was surprised at 
the way Jack said it. "Good." He tilted his head and kissed 
Jack again, his hands coming up to rest against Jack's big 
chest. 

This time, Jack kissed him harder, with a little rumble, one 


hand tight in Ricky's hair and the one at the small of his 
back 


moving and cupping his ass. Jack's hand was big, splayed 
wide, kneading gently. One step, then another, and Ricky 
was backed up against the wall with Jack's weight leaning 
into him as they kissed. 

Backing into the wall surprised a little noise out of Ricky, 
but then he wrapped his arms around Jack and licked at 
Jack’s tongue. He liked the way Jack was so heavy and solid 
against him and the way Jack's hand felt on his ass, 
reminding him of the ways Jack had touched him before. 
Just when Ricky was starting to relax and get into it, Jack 


drew back. "How about we talk some about me being 


interested in you, and you being interested in me, if you 


think we might be interested in each other more than once 
or 


twice," he murmured. 

Ricky's head fell back against the wall. "Now? You want to 
talk now?" 

Jack laughed at him and moved so that his hands were 
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braced against the wall on either side of Ricky's head and 
he 


was looking Ricky in the eye, grinning wolfishly. "Depends. 
You want permission to sneak into my house at night and 
ride me like I'm a drugstore pony and you've got a roll of 
quarters?" 

Ricky swallowed hard and his cheeks started to burn. He 
muttered, "I don't know if | would've used that phrase." 
"Well, that's another good thing to talk about." Jack stood 
back and offered Ricky his hand. "But I'll take that as a 'yes,' 
Shall 1?” 

"Yes." Ricky put his hand in Jack's. Even if he wouldn't 


have used that phrase, Ricky definitely wanted to have sex 


with Jack again. 

Jack led Ricky into a side room where the huge television 
over the fireplace was paused in the middle of a football 
game. There was a pool table and a bar in here, and a poker 
table as well. Comfortable, worn leather furniture was 
arranged in front of the television and Jack had obviously 
been in here with beer and a cigar instead of his pipe. The 
French doors out to the patio and pool were open and the 
summer air came through the screens. Jack sprawled in his 
chair and patted the footstool in front of it. 

Ricky sat down on the footstool, facing Jack. He rested his 
elbows on his thighs and let his hands hang down between 
his knees. Jack's hard dick was right there in his shorts, so 
close. Talking. Right. Ricky dragged his gaze back up to 
Jack's face. 

"Now. Because l'm too old to appreciate the romance of 
stumbling into having sex at random and not knowing what 


the other person is thinking or doing, I'm going to take all 
the 


fun out of this." Jack tapped the ash off of his cigar and took 


a pull on it, then exhaled, looking thoughtful. "Also, | like 
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you too much to make it a game." He reached out and ran 
his 


thumb over Ricky's lips. "I'll tell you if I'm not interested, 
temporarily or indefinitely. And, trust me, I'll probably tell 
you at some point, but it'll likely be temporary. | work hard. 
People piss me off. Even unbelievably pretty people like 
you. Got that?" 

Ricky's tongue flicked out to lick his lips as he nodded. "Got 
it." Jack would tell him he wasn't interested. When it 
happened. Probably temporary. The last part made the first 
parts sound better. The idea of Jack not wanting him already 


hurt, but it would be better to hear it from Jack than to be 
left 


wondering. He'd been through that, with other people, and 
it 


was never any fun. 
"You don't want your parents to know about this." Jack 
leaned back in his chair, looking Ricky over with a calm 


expression. There wasn't any judgment in his eyes. 


Ricky thought about that before he answered. His mother's 

reaction to the idea that Jack might've been with him at the 
Black Cat was still fresh in his mind. "I told them about me," 
he said. "And they know about you. But | don't think it's a 


good idea for me to tell them about... us. For you as much 
as 


for me." 

"We'll see if it becomes an issue worth mentioning. But | 
don't feel there's anything wrong with this." Jack gestured 
between them. "You can take care of yourself, I'm sure. And 
I'm going to take care of you, too." 

"Thanks," Ricky murmured. Jack was going to take care of 
him. That was actually a lot more comforting than he 
would've expected. "I don't think there's anything wrong 
with this either, or | wouldn't be here. I just... | don't think 


my parents are ready to hear about who l'm having sex 
with. 


And, especially right now, | don't know how well they'd deal 
with it being you." 
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"| understand that." Jack put his cigar down. "I don't expect 
you to keep this a secret any more than you want to. I'm not 


going to tell anyone who doesn't need to know, because 
there's no one to tell. But | don't believe in secrets, either, 
especially not when you're so young. Maybe you need 
outside input. Maybe this is bad for you." Jack held out a 
hand to him. "I don't think so. But if you need to ask around, 
you can." 

Ricky nodded slowly. "Okay." He put his hand in Jack's 
again. His hand looked small in Jack's, even though he was 
nearly as tall as Jack. Jack was big all over, though, a lot 
bigger than Ricky. 


"I'm an old man." Jack tugged gently at Ricky's hand. "I will 
bet that you don't even know how old | am." 


"You'd lose." Ricky stood up, and then crawled up over Jack 
in the chair, getting one knee on either side of the man and 
settling down with his ass on Jack's thighs. "You're forty- 
eight." He'd looked it up on the internet. Jack Corson had his 
own entry on Wikipedia, among other places. 


Jack laughed at that, looking pleased. "Smartass." He 
groped 


Ricky's ass with both hands. "I love sex," he said bluntly, 
looking up at Ricky. "I don't go out looking for it these days, 
but | love it, and I'm good at it. Not much out there | haven't 
done. Doesn't mean | miss it or need to do it again. Just 
means you can't embarrass me or shock me, and I'm in no 
hurry. | like just touching you; just that's good for me. Don't 
push yourself, ever. Understand?" 

Ricky bit his lip, nodding. "Okay." Jack was thirty years 

older than him. He knew that Jack had done a lot more than 
he had, but the reminder was unsettling. Knowing Jack 
didn't expect him to jump into anything was a relief, though. 
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"You're very beautiful," Jack said, his voice going soft. "It's 
been a long time since | was with someone so young. I'm 
not 


going to baby you or coddle you, but I will be careful of 
you. You have to tell me what you want, or don't want, or 
need. I'll tell you the same. And we'll have a good time this 
summer, you and I." 

"| liked what you did before," Ricky said, heat rising in his 


cheeks. "I've liked everything, so far." 


"| could tell." Jack reached up to cup Ricky's cheek, and then 
leaned up to kiss him. "I liked it, too." 

"I'm glad." Ricky met Jack halfway, leaning in for the kiss. 
He really liked kissing Jack, and he definitely wasn't going 

to pass up an opportunity to do it again. 

Jack slid his hands up under Ricky's shirt as they kissed. 
"You can come over to use the pool any time," he murmured 
against Ricky's mouth. "And the hot tub. One of the perks of 
working for me." 

"Thanks." That was as good a way to do it as any. If Jack 
wasn't busy, he could come hang out with Ricky; if he was, 
he didn't have to bother. The hot tub, Ricky could use even 
with the stitches still in, and his parents weren't likely to 
object to him hanging out over here in the pool or the hot 
tub. Ricky kissed Jack again, and then sat back to pull his T- 
shirt off over his head. 

Jack purred -- that was definitely a purr -- and pulled Ricky 
to him so he could kiss Ricky's smooth, bare chest, his 
tongue flickering against Ricky's skin. Jack liked Ricky's 


chest, a great deal. That much was obvious as he licked and 


kissed, his big hands stroking up Ricky's back as a 
counterpoint to his mouth. 

"Oh, man," Ricky whispered, his hands finding Jack's 
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shoulders. "Yeah." He didn't know how he'd ever missed 
that this felt so good. He arched toward Jack's mouth, 
moaning softly. 

Jack licked and nipped at one of Ricky's nipples, then settled 
down to worship it with his mouth. It was definitely 
worshiping and it was turning Ricky on. Jack licked, sucked, 


bit, and teased; it was amazing that so much sensation 
could 


come from one little piece of Ricky's body. Jack's hands 
drifted down to caress and knead Ricky's ass and the backs 
of his thighs; he hadn't forgotten the rest of Ricky's body. 
Ricky moaned, his hand coming up to cup the back of Jack's 
head, to keep Jack there. "Don't stop," he whimpered. 
"Please. God, that feels so good." It made Ricky want to 
writhe, to beg for more. 


Such a little thing, and yet so much pleasure. Jack wasn't 


stopping. He slid his hands up under Ricky's shorts, pushing 
them up and sneaking his fingers under them until his 
fingertips were dipping a tiny bit between Ricky's asscheeks 


and teasing up behind his balls. Sucking hard one more 
time, 


Jack pulled his mouth away and blew cool air over that 
teased and tormented nipple. He kissed it once, and then 
moved to lick the other, starting all over again. 

Ricky's body remembered how good Jack's hands had felt 
between his legs as well as his mind did; he was pushing 


back into Jack's touches before he even realized what he 
was 


doing. The way Jack treated his nipples was incredible. 
Ricky moaned again, his breath coming faster. He shivered 
and whined when Jack bit down, trying to pull back. He was 
going to come in his shorts. Dragging his nipple out from 
between Jack's teeth made him shiver harder, made his 
breath come even faster. 

"Easy," Jack murmured. He pulled his hands out to start 
undoing Ricky's shorts. "All the more reason to wear a 
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swimsuit over here," he noted. Jack opened Ricky's shorts 
and slid them down his thighs. 

"Can't swim until the stitches are out," Ricky said unsteadily, 
standing up on shaky legs to let his shorts fall to the floor. 
He kicked off his shoes and immediately climbed back up 
over Jack, leaning in to kiss him on the mouth. 

Jack just laughed and kissed him, his tongue pushing into 
Ricky's mouth as his hands slid up the backs of Ricky's 
thighs again, nails trailing lightly. His big, rough hands 


wandered Ricky's ass and hips and the small of his back, 
and 


then he was sliding his fingers down from Ricky's tailbone, 
nudging Ricky's asscheeks apart. 

Ricky sucked at Jack's tongue like he'd sucked at Jack’s dick 
a couple weeks ago. He slid his hands up over Jack's chest, 


giving Jack's nipples little experimental rubs with the pads 
of 


his thumbs. 
Jack rumbled and shifted under him, kissing him harder. His 
fingers petted down, drawing circles over puckered skin and 


rubbing gently at the taut skin beyond that. 


Oh. Oh, man. It was hard to focus, with what Jack was 
doing to him, but Ricky thought maybe the way Jack had 
reacted meant he liked that. Ricky played with one of Jack's 
nipples, trying to imitate Jack's bites with pinches and 
scrapes of his fingernails, and moaned into the kisses, 
licking and sucking at Jack's tongue. 


Jack made another pleased sound, his nipples hardening 
with 


Ricky's touches. He nuzzled in Ricky's hair and his breath 
caught. He slowed his touches to gentle petting and, finally, 
Ricky could think while he experimented with Jack's body. 
Ricky liked it more than he thought he would; it felt good to 
make Jack feel good and he loved the texture and taste of 
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Jack's skin. He played with both nipples, sucking and 


teasing. Jack's hands and soft noises encouraged him to 
bite, 


tentatively at first and then harder. 


The bites made Jack's breath catch again, and then he 
purred. 


"Like that," he said roughly, stroking Ricky's hair. "That's 
good." 


It was so hot to hear Jack like that, so Ricky did it again, 
letting go of some of his insecurity about it. He didn't want 
to leave marks, but Jack liked it so much. 

Jack groaned at the bite and pressed into it. He shifted his 
hips, and then groaned again. "That's right." Jack kept 
petting. "Teeth are good. You can leave your pretty little 
marks all over with those, like signing your name." 

Moaning, Ricky bit harder, and then moved over to Jack's 
other nipple to do the same thing all over again. The idea of 
leaving evidence of his touches on Jack's skin was enough to 
make him moan again. 

"Even if they see it, who's gonna know it was you, baby?" 
Jack growled and bent to kiss Ricky's hair. "Only you and 
me." 

Ricky pulled back to look at the reddened marks he'd left on 
Jack's skin, then leaned in to lick at them. He kept licking 
and kissing back up to Jack's throat, dragging his tongue 


over the soft silvery hair on Jack's chest, and snuggling up 


as he kissed his way to Jack's mouth. Jack kissed him hard, 
getting his hands on Ricky's ass and pulling him close. The 
movement shifted the chair back slightly so that Jack could 
stretch out under Ricky more. 

Ricky made a little purring, pleased sound and slid his hands 
down Jack's chest. He found Jack's belt and started working 
it open with one hand, the other sliding further down to cup 
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Jack's cock through his shorts, petting. Jack was hard as 
steel, and hot against Ricky's palm. 

Cupping Ricky’s cheek in one hand, Jack murmured, "What 
do you think you're doing with that?" in a low growl that 
might have been angry except for how he was pushing his 
dick into Ricky's touches. 

Ricky met Jack's eyes and asked, "What do you want me to 
do with it?" He stroked more through Jack's shorts, turning 
his head to press wet, open kisses to Jack's palm. 

Jack laughed at him, but it turned into a purr. "Anything you 
want." His expression turned hot and wanting; he licked at 


his lips as he watched Ricky kiss his hand. "It's yours to 


play with right now. It wouldn't be like that if you weren't 
here, crawling over me all naked." He leaned forward and 
caught Ricky's mouth with his own. "Well, not unless | was 
thinking about you." 

Ricky moaned, kissing him back. The idea that Jack might 
jerk off thinking about him was more than a little bit of a 
thrill. He worked Jack's belt open and then his fly, and 
pulled Jack's cock out to stroke it like that. 

Jack groaned and shuddered. "You like that, do you?" he 
rumbled. "Me thinking about you?" 

Ricky's cheeks flushed and he nodded, biting his lip. He 
wasn't sure what to say, so instead of speaking, he looked 
down, watching as his thumb grazed over the head of Jack's 
cock, getting slick. 

"You think | wouldn't?" Jack's hands slid over Ricky's chest; 
his thumbs rubbed circles over the dark little nubs of Ricky's 
nipples. 

"| don't know," Ricky admitted, his breath coming faster as 
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he started stroking Jack's cock. 


"Kind of hard not to." Jack wriggled under him, muscles 


flexing as he got comfortable, setting his feet on the 
footstool 


so he could push up into Ricky's touches. "Especially after 
the other night." 

"But | didn't..." Ricky looked up at Jack's face, confused and 
embarrassed. "But | didn't do anything." He'd fallen asleep 


before he'd had the chance. Why would Jack be turned on 
by 


that? 


"You didn't?" Jack reached up to touch his cheek. "All sweet 
and beautiful and hurting, letting me come take you home, 


wash you, touch you, turn you on. So trusting." Jack’s voice 
got raw with hunger as he spoke, his eyes fixed on Ricky's 
face, his hips rocking to slide his cock against Ricky's hand. 
"Spread out in my bed like some gold sculpture. Kissing me 
with that sweet mouth. Those little noises, like no one ever 
touched you that way before. The way you gave yourself up 
to how good it felt, just let it happen to you. Your noises 
when you came, your hands grabbing like you were gonna 


fall. You fell asleep in my arms, trusting me. | tucked you in 


after and went and jerked off. It felt as good as sex to come 
like that, knowing how good you'd felt." 

"Oh," Ricky breathed. The way Jack said it, it did sound hot. 
"You just... it all felt so good." Hearing how much Jack 
wanted him, how much he affected Jack, was intoxicating. 
Ricky turned his head to kiss Jack's hand while he kept 
stroking Jack's dick, rubbing his thumb up along the 
underside like he did when he was jerking himself off. 

"It did," Jack agreed. His breath was ragged now, and he 
slipped his thumb between Ricky's lips, fucking his mouth 
with it gently. "I felt as good as you did. | got everything | 
could have wanted -- more -- out of being with you. It's not 
all about making me come." 
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Ricky wanted to make Jack come this time, though. He 
sucked and licked at Jack's thumb, scraping his teeth lightly 
over the pad of it when it slid past his lips. His free hand slid 
down into Jack's shorts so he could cup Jack's balls in his 
palm while he stroked Jack's cock with his other hand, faster 


Now. 


Jack didn't close his eyes; he was watching Ricky avidly, as 
though he wanted to remember every detail. "You better 
believe | think about you. You are more than pretty. It's you, 
not just your looks. Amazing." Jack groaned and shuddered. 
"Fuck. You are so good. Ricky..." He started to come, white 
semen beading in the silver curls on his chest and streaking 
his dark-tanned belly. 

Oh, God. That was so hot. Ricky kept stroking, his own 

dick aching as he watched Jack come. "How could | not 
want that?" Ricky asked. "You are so... God, you're so hot." 
He couldn't quite bring himself to admit how long he'd been 
wanting it, though. It sounded kind of pathetic, when he 
thought about it, having a crush on Jack for so long. He 
moved down, licking at the drops of come on Jack's chest, 
moaning softly at the taste. 

"Glad you think so." Jack's voice was pure, bass bliss. He 
stroked Ricky's hair and face, letting him lick as he pleased. 
"You feel good," he murmured. 

Ricky licked as much of Jack's chest clean as he could 


manage while sitting on Jack’s lap, and then sat up again to 


lick his own hand clean. 
"So pretty." Jack looked languid; he seemed younger when 
he was relaxed. He ran the back of his knuckles down 


Ricky's chest and belly to rub them gently against the base 
of 


Ricky’s cock. 
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“Jack..." All his need to come rushed right back, as soon as 
Jack started touching him again. 

"Yes?" Jack turned his hand so that he was cupping Ricky's 
balls against his palm and teasing behind them with his 
fingers. He petted over Ricky's chest with the other hand, 
sensual spirals between his nipples. 

Ricky shivered, bracing his hands on Jack's chest and 
leaning over the man. "Please," he whimpered, rocking his 
hips into Jack's touches. 

Jack leaned up to catch one nipple in his mouth, the other 
tight between finger and thumb. His other hand moved, 
thumb rubbing back up behind Ricky's balls and two fingers 


stroking Ricky’s hole, teasing as though if Ricky breathed 


right he would open up and let Jack into him. Ricky slid his 
arms around Jack's shoulders and held on, gasping and 
writhing back against Jack's fingers. 

"God, Jack..." Ricky muffled his whimpers by pressing his 
mouth against the side of Jack's neck, licking and biting to 
keep from begging out loud. He was so close. 

Suddenly, Jack moved, graceful and smooth, and before 
Ricky knew what was happening, he was spread out in the 
chair where Jack had been sitting, cradled in leather warm 
from Jack's body. 

"There, there," Jack murmured between kisses. He spread 
Ricky wide, setting his legs over the padded arms of the 
chair. 

It took Ricky a moment to catch his breath, to figure out why 
everything had stopped. He made little questioning sounds 
into the kisses, the urgent need to come fading. 

Jack's shorts dropped and Jack kicked them off impatiently 
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before pulling his mouth away from Ricky's to speak. He 


met Ricky's eyes, stroking his hands over Ricky's arms, 


careful of the healing stitches. "I'd forgotten | could want 
something this much." He kissed Ricky one more time, his 
fingers finding Ricky's nipples again. 

Ricky moaned, arching up into the kiss and the touches. He 


knew he was attractive enough to appeal to some of the 
guys 


his own age, but hearing that Jack wanted him was a serious 
turn-on. 

Jack petted down Ricky's body, over his hips and then his 
spread thighs. Finally, he pulled his mouth away from 
Ricky's and dropped to his knees. Jack's hands tightened on 
Ricky's thighs as he leaned in and, without hesitation or 
warning, sucked Ricky's cock down to the base in one 
smooth, hot move. He moaned in the back of his throat, 
shuddering, and swallowed around the head of Ricky's cock. 
"Oh. Oh, fuck." Ricky clutched the arms of the chair. Jack's 
mouth was hot and wet and, oh God, Ricky didn't think he'd 
ever been taken in so deep. 

Jack pulled back, sucking and licking hungrily, lapping at the 


head of Ricky's cock, teasing the slit as though he could find 


more salty-slick precome there, moaning shamelessly, then 
he sucked Ricky back down again. He let go of Ricky's 
thighs, instead holding Ricky open while his thumbs in turn 
teased Ricky's hole, then stroked up to rub that spot behind 
Ricky’s balls that was so sensitive, teasing and stroking and 
rubbing, over and over again. 

For all his good intentions, Ricky couldn't hold still. He 
writhed, pushing down against Jack's fingers and up into 
Jack's mouth. He couldn't keep his mouth shut, either, 
whimpering Jack's name and crying out, begging 
shamelessly. "Oh, fuck. Jack, Jack, please. Please. God, that 
feels so... Please, So good..." 
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As Ricky's cries got louder, Jack started fucking his mouth 
on Ricky's cock, the head sliding against the back of his 
throat. Everything got wet and messy. The Saliva dripping 
over Ricky's balls made for slick going as he stopped teasing 


there and rolled one thumb deep and slow up against 
Ricky's 


perineum and massaged the other in circles around Ricky's 


hole, pressing just enough to make it feel incredible. 

Ricky was almost shouting as he came, arching up off the 
chair with pleasure. Somehow, Jack managed not to miss a 
beat, no matter how Ricky moved under him. He sucked 
Ricky off relentlessly, like he was starving, until Ricky was 
coming down. Then, he washed his tongue over Ricky's 
balls, the base of his cock, and then up over his cock to get 
the last come dripping out with the final shudders. Satisfied, 
he pushed the chair so that it would sit Ricky up more, 
sitting back on his heels between Ricky's legs and stroking 
Ricky’s thighs. 

Ricky was slow to catch his breath. He slumped back into 
the chair and looked down at Jack, feeling pleasure-drunk 
and boneless and just a little bit shaken by how intense that 
had been. He held out one hand to Jack, hoping Jack would 
come up and kiss him, touch him, ground him again. 

Jack kissed his palm, and then got up, shifting Ricky over 
and sliding into the big chair with him. It took a little 
wriggling and it was a tight fit, but they ended up cuddled 


together with Ricky's head on Jack's shoulder and Jack's arm 


tight around him. Jack ducked his head to give Ricky light 
kisses on the mouth, and then reached down to tug Ricky's 
legs up over his so they fit together even more tightly. 
“That was so good," Ricky whispered unsteadily, tilting his 
head up for another one of Jack's soft kisses. The solid 
warmth and musky smell of Jack's body were as comforting 
as the kisses, as Ricky settled in close. 
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"That was totally..." Jack shook his head and kissed Ricky 
again. He looked sheepish, actually. "...aS good as | 
imagined. Yes. God, | could not resist." He rumbled happily 
and now he looked smug. "Damn, but you sound so good 
like that." He snuggled Ricky closer, grinning. 

Ricky blushed. He hadn't meant to be so noisy. "Your fault," 
he muttered, ducking his face in against Jack's neck. He was 
glad Jack liked it, since it was all Jack's fault. 


"Oh, | take all the blame." Jack petted Ricky's hair. "I love it 
being all my fault. It's going to be all my fault a lot, too." He 


sounded utterly blissful about that. 


"Yeah?" Ricky grinned. He couldn't help but be pleased by 


that. He definitely liked the idea that Jack wanted to do that 
again. "Good." 

"I was going to wait." Jack pulled back to look at Ricky, his 
expression serious. "Take things slower. But, my God, you 
are so lovely, and sound so good when you need it." He 
smoothed Ricky's hair back. "I just wanted my mouth on 
you. It was indulgent of me." 

"| hope that wasn't supposed to be an apology, or 
something," Ricky said, leaning in to kiss Jack on the mouth. 
"That was definitely not something you need to apologize 
for." He angled his mouth against Jack's, licking his way in 
and tasting himself on Jack's tongue. 

Jack snuggled him up and kissed him back, slow and sweet, 
stroking his hip and thigh. "We can't make this last too 
long," he murmured, pulling back. "They'll be expecting you 
back. They're worried right now." 

"They are." Reluctantly, Ricky wriggled so he could get out 
of Jack's lap. Jack was right; his parents would worry if he 
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was gone for hours, right now. Standing up, he grabbed his 


shorts and asked, "You said | could use the hot tub and the 
pool?" 

"Either, both." Jack picked up his shorts and tugged them 
on, then stood to do them up. "Any time. You have the keys. 
Give me a call if you're coming over, so | know you're in the 
pool; | can't have you drowning on my watch or anything. 
Doors are usually open so you can come in and help 
yourself to the fridge and cupboards in here." Jack reached 
for him with one hand, gesturing to the big fridge behind the 
bar with the other. "Anna keeps everything in here stocked. 
If you're good, you can even bring your friends over once in 
a while. | promise to stay out of the way." 

Ricky rolled his eyes. "I'm not going to drown in your pool. 
I'm on the swim team; I'm pretty sure | can manage to swim 
laps without getting hurt. I'm not that unlucky." His arm 
twinged and he reconsidered. "Usually." As he pulled on his 
T-shirt, he allowed, "But I'll call." That way, Jack would 

know he was down there, if Jack wanted to come play. 

"It's good to humor old men." Jack kissed and nibbled gently 


at Ricky's throat once Ricky had the shirt pulled on, sliding 


his hands up under the shirt. 

"Gee, | was thinking it was good to humor the guy who was 
just sucking me off," Ricky shot back, but his voice was 
breathless as he arched into the nibbles and the touches. 
"Well, same thing here." Jack laughed and then kissed Ricky 
on the mouth. "Let's get you home." He stepped back and 
took a look at Ricky. "Damn, you look like you just got 

laid," he muttered. "Hope that wears off fast." 

Ricky shoved his feet back into his sneakers and shoved his 
hands into his pockets. "Well. | did. That guy who did it, he 
was pretty good. | bet he looks like he just got laid, too." He 
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looked around and then asked, "Can | use your bathroom 
before | go back?" Maybe he could splash his face with cold 
water, or something. 

"Of course." Jack nodded toward the back of the house. 
“There's one off the front hall. Silly question from a man 
who's been in my tub." 

"Thanks." Ricky flashed Jack a smile. Tub and bed. He 


headed off to try to make himself look less pleasure-drunk 


before he went home to his parents. 

Jack waited for him at the door, to let him out. "Say hi to 
your folks for me," he said, as though nothing had happened 
between them. Jack was good; the facade was right back in 
place again. 

"| will." Ricky stepped out, and then turned back to say, 
“Thanks again," before he headed back home. 

"Any time. Well, not literally," Jack said dryly. "But you 

know what | mean." He flashed Ricky a grin as he stepped 
back into his house and closed the door. 
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Chapter Three 


The message left on Jack's phone was Ricky, calling to say 
he'd be over to use the pool. Jack, pipe between his teeth 
and several beers in, was up to his ears in work. He was 
ready to switch to scotch and cigarettes on his latest 
project, it was so irritating. He was on the phone to his 
editor when he heard the small security-system beep of the 
pool gate being opened and shut. It was damn hard to pay 
attention today, knowing that there was a gorgeous blond in 
his pool. 

Jack finished arguing, having won, and hung up. The words 
stared back at him. Fine, research. He turned to that until 
his beer was done. He wasn't getting far. Fuck it. He got up, 


brushed his teeth to get the beer and tobacco taste out of 
his 


mouth, and traded his old cargo shorts for a pair of barely 
more reputable swim trunks. Sunglasses on, he headed 
downstairs for something better than a drink: the view. 


Ricky was swimming laps, his lean, golden body bare 


except for the tiny flash of a red bathing suit. Jack gota 
bottle of mineral water and stood by the pool, watching 
Ricky swim. That was a sight to lift the mood. The sun was 
hot, the honeysuckle was blooming, the greenery was lush, 
and they were alone together in this gorgeous, private little 
Garden of Eden. 

Ricky finished a few more laps before he swam over to the 
side of the pool and rested his arms on the edge. "Taking a 
break?" he asked, pushing his wet curls back with one hand 
and smiling up at Jack. 

“Thought it might be an idea. Don't let me keep you from 
your work." Jack gestured over at the hot tub. "I'll be over 
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there." 

"Mind some company?" Ricky asked, flattening his hands 
on the edge of the pool in preparation to heave himself up 
and out. 

"I'd throw you out if | did," Jack pointed out. He flipped the 


hot tub open and started up the jets, then stepped up and 
in. 


Ricky pushed himself up out of the pool and padded over to 
the hot tub. "I thought I'd try to prevent that by, you know, 
asking before | climbed in with you." 

"And take all the fun out of it for me?" Jack gave Ricky a 
sorrowful look. "I'm a lonely old man and you can't even 
give me that." 

Ricky purred as he slid down into the hot tub. "I can give 
you all kinds of things," he pointed out with a little grin. 
"But only if you don't kick me out." 

Jack pushed up his sunglasses and laughed at Ricky, his 
irritability melting away like ice under the hot sun. "Why 
don't you come here and tell me all about it," he said, 
grinning back. "Sit in my lap and we'll see what comes up." 
Laughing, Ricky pushed his way through the water and 
climbed up to kneel on either side of Jack's legs. "Worst 
joke ever," he accused, putting his hands on Jack's 
shoulders and leaning in for a kiss. 

"You think my dick's a joke?" Jack groped Ricky's ass and 
kissed him all at once, multitasking. 


"Definitely not." Ricky pushed back into Jack's hands. 
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"May have to make sure we're clear on that." Jack rumbled 
with pleasure at the way Ricky's ass felt cupped in his big 
hands, then he pulled Ricky close for another kiss, then 
another. He sat up so Ricky could get all snuggled in, their 
bodies touching as much as possible in the hot water. 
Jack’s hands wandered over Ricky's back and ass and 
thighs and then back up the inside of Ricky's thighs to 
fondle his cock and balls from behind. 

Ricky moaned, his hands sliding up and around the back of 
Jack's neck and head as they kissed. He settled his legs 
further apart and rocked back into the touches. "Very 
clear," Ricky whispered against Jack's lips. "Your dick, 

your hands, your mouth... definitely not a joke." 

"Good to know." Jack gave himself over to hot, careless 
kisses, trying to taste as much of Ricky's mouth as he 
could. His fingers slid under Ricky's swimsuit so he could 
touch bare skin, rubbing and petting everywhere he could. 
The texture was so different in the water. 


"Turn around." Jack smacked Ricky on the ass. It was 


harder to kiss like this, but Jack suddenly had access to 
Ricky's sensitive little nipples and everything else he 
wanted his hands on. His erection nestled sweetly between 
Ricky's asscheeks, already hard and aching to play. It could 
wait. He slid a hand down between Ricky's thighs to keep 
petting, his other hand finding a nipple to play with. 

Ricky arched back against Jack's chest and hooked his legs 
over the outsides of Jack's knees. Turning his head, Ricky 
kissed the side of Jack's neck and licked the splashes of 
water there. Jack had missed this, for all that they'd only 
been together three times. He got his hand under that little 
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red swimsuit, playing with Ricky's smooth balls. Damn, but 
he loved the fact that Ricky was waxed all over. He 
growled softly, tweaking the nipple he was playing with, 
and biting harder. 

Ricky moaned, shifting again so he could get his feet up on 
the seat beside Jack's legs, opening himself up more. He let 
his head fall back against Jack's shoulder, so his own neck 


and shoulder were bare for Jack's teeth and so his chest 


bowed out to press into the way Jack was playing with his 
nipple. 

There was no hurry. Ricky was relaxed and lazy in his 
arms, moaning softly at all Jack's touches, they didn't have 
to be anywhere, and it wasn't as though they got to spend 
much time together. Jack lavished nips and licks all over 
Ricky's shoulder and neck and up to Ricky’s ear. He 
stroked everywhere he could reach, from the tender places 
between Ricky's asscheeks to the tip of his cock to his so- 
sensitive nipples, letting Ricky feel it all and get more and 
more aroused. Why hurry, when they could do this? Jack 
pressed kisses to Ricky's cheek. He'd hurry when he was 
asked to. 

After a while, Jack nudged Ricky's hip and then got his 
hands under that delightful little red swimsuit to strip it off. 
Ricky put his feet down and helped push the tiny scrap of 
fabric off his hips to kick it off and put it up on the ledge. 
At this point, there was no getting out of any of this if the 
Morality Police decided to parachute into the locked, gated 


yard, but Jack was willing to take his chances. He went 


swimming and hot-tubbing naked most of the time, himself. 
"Better." Jack snuggled Ricky to him and bit just up under 
Ricky’s ear with a rumbling growl. He slid both hands over 
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Ricky's perfect, taut belly, giving one hand over to stroking 
the hard, sleek shaft of Ricky's erection and the other to 
toying and gently tugging Ricky’s balls, then petting 
behind them. 

"How come l'm the only one who's naked?" Ricky got the 
words out between panting breaths and little whimpers. 
"You want me to stop long enough to get naked?" Jack 
pointed out logically. "I'd rather be naked. Why do you 
think the pool is hedged and locked?" One of his fingers 
was tracing lazy spirals between Ricky's asscheeks, the 
thumb of the other hand was delicately petting the head of 
Ricky's cock. 

"Not--Not really," Ricky admitted, bringing his legs up 
again, settling his feet on the seat on either side of Jack's 
thighs. 


“Because | can," Jack rumbled, nibbling at the curve of 


Ricky's neck. "Or, you know, | could do something else, 
like get you off." All the touching was making him more 
than a little breathless. 

"Yeah," Ricky breathed, his head lolling back against Jack's 
shoulder. "Just... God, Jack, don't stop." 

"No plans to stop." Jack placed hot, sucking kisses down 
the curve of Ricky's neck, careful not to leave a mark. He 
could tell that there was a tipping point coming soon and 
the shuddering and short breaths would disappear into the 
hot swirl of an orgasm. He let Ricky writhe between his 
hands, giving just enough firm contact to push against. 
Ricky bit his lip as he came, muffling his loud moans and 
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cries. His hips moved faster, almost desperately, and then 
he was left shivering and gasping for breath, slumping back 
against Jack's chest. Jack wrapped his arms around Ricky 
and held him close, still and quiet, letting Ricky enjoy the 
moment. 

Moving slowly in the water, Ricky started shifting around 


so he could face Jack again. He licked and kissed and 


nibbled his way up the side of Jack's neck and over his jaw, 
then nuzzled at his mouth. 

Jack let him move and then kissed him back, his hands 
exploring the muscled lines of Ricky's back. "Better?" he 
murmured, a little smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. 
"Well." Ricky nibbled gently at Jack's lower lip. "You're 

still not naked. So, no." Jack caught the grin before Ricky 
ducked his head down, licking up under Jack's jaw. 

Jack laughed and wriggled under Ricky until he'd wormed 
out of his shorts, which he then tossed carelessly over the 
edge of the tub. "Now?" He smacked Ricky's ass as best he 
could under the water. The image of turning Ricky over his 
knee rose, unbidden, in his mind. 

Ricky's hand slid down Jack's chest and belly, curling 
around Jack's cock as if to check that it was, truly, finally 
bare. "Mmm. Much better." Ricky nibbled his way along 
Jack's jaw to kiss his neck again and slid his hand further 
down to cup Jack's balls. 

Jack smiled, feeling relaxed and indulgent. "Glad you're 


happy," he murmured. He spread his legs so that Ricky 


could play, running his hands all over Ricky's warm, sleek 
body. 

Slow Bloom - 64 

"| was happy when you came outside to say hello," Ricky 
admitted, dipping further down in the water so he could 
lick down Jack's chest to his nipples, while his hands 
played with Jack's cock and balls. 

Jack sighed with pleasure and bent to kiss Ricky's hair. 
"I've been busy," he said quietly. He was always busy, 
unfortunately. Ricky had clever hands, making him regret 
how busy he was, teasing him so that his composure was 
starting to slip, especially with that tongue sliding over his 
Skin. 

Ricky made an understanding noise and bit lightly at Jack's 
nipple. Jack liked teeth. He pushed up into Ricky's hands, 
trying to get more contact. He'd been very, very patient but 
now his body was wanting its own release. 

Ricky tightened his grip on Jack's cock and bit down again, 
then looked up at Jack and asked, "Will you... will you sit 


up on the edge?" 


Jack put his hands on the side of the tub and pushed himself 
up and out with a smooth motion. He planted his feet far 
apart on the seat and leaned back on his hands. Ricky 
looked good enough to eat, all golden and wide-eyed and 
eager. 

Instead of going straight for Jack's cock, Ricky settled 
himself on the seat in front of Jack and nuzzled at his balls 
instead. Ricky licked all over Jack's balls and nuzzled at the 
crease of his thighs, moaning softly. That made Jack's 


breath catch, his balls getting tight and pre-come beading 
at 


the tip of his cock. 
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"I wish you could see how beautiful you are," he breathed. 
Ricky tilted his head back just enough to look up at Jack 
with his wide blue eyes while he dragged his tongue over 
Jack’s skin and tight curls. His hands trailed up and down 
the insides of Jack's thighs and he kept licking, over and 
over again, until finally, with a little whimper, he licked up 


the shaft of Jack's dick and sucked the head into his mouth. 


Jack's hands clenched on the side of the tub and he growled 
with pleasure. 

Moaning, Ricky sucked him in deeper, bringing one hand 
up to stroke Jack's dick, meeting his mouth on every pass. 
He cupped Jack's balls in his other hand and, tentatively, 
petted two fingers along the smooth skin behind them. 
Jack exhaled, something like a moan, and let his head fall 
back. His balls were tight and he was so close to coming: 
not desperate yet, but ready, leaking into Ricky's sweet, 
hungry mouth. His hips rocked instinctively between the 
heat of Ricky's mouth and the tender touches behind his 
balls. 


"Fuck," Jack hissed. "More." He could take so much more of 
anything, everything, than Ricky could. For a moment, 


in a rush, he wanted teeth and nails and things he hadn't 
wanted in years, as he hovered on the edge of coming. 
Then Ricky gave him what he needed, more of his mouth 
and his fingers, pushing him over. 

Jack came in a rush, back arching so he wouldn't push up 


into Ricky's mouth, grinding down for the pressure from 


Ricky's fingers. He didn't bother to stifle the raw shout that 
was forced out of him as he shook with pleasure. 

Slow Bloom - 66 

Ricky swallowed as much as he could, only a little of Jack's 
come escaping his mouth and trailing down his chin. He 
pulled back slowly, licking Jack's cock and balls clean of 
the come that he'd missed. 

Panting, Jack slithered back into the tub like all the bones 
in his body had melted, gathering Ricky against him and 
leaning in for a hot kiss. "So good," he murmured against 
Ricky's mouth. 

Ricky purred into the kisses. He settled in against Jack, his 
dick pressing against Jack's belly for just a moment before 
he shifted away again, just far enough that his cock wasn't 
touching. "God, that's good, too." Jack grabbed a handful of 
Ricky's ass and pulled him back in to feel that hard dick 
pushing against him. Jack nipped at Ricky's mouth, kissing 
him again, then murmured, "Do | get to play with that 
again?" 


Ricky moaned into the kiss, his hips already starting to 


move, to push his dick against Jack's belly and his ass back 
into Jack's hand. "Please?" 

"Any requests?" Jack slid both hands over Ricky's ass and 
down, teasing at his hole and up behind his balls. 

"Just..." Ricky moaned softly, pushing back into Jack's 
touches. "God, that. | want that. It feels so good when you 
touch me like that." 

"This?" One of Jack's big hands rubbed between Ricky's 
Spread-open asscheeks, managing to touch everything good 
at once. "Maybe you should turn around, up on your knees. 
| can touch you more." He kept petting. "Just touching. 
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Maybe a few kisses because your ass is so damn pretty." 
Pulling back enough that Jack could see the nervousness on 
his face, Ricky nodded. "Okay. Where do you... Should | 

just turn around?" 

Jack felt a new tension in Ricky's body, too, and he stopped 
to pet Ricky's back, cuddling him for a minute. "Anything 


you don't want me to do?" He stroked Ricky's hair tenderly, 


worried and stamping down a surge of anger at the idea 
that 


someone had made Ricky skittish. 

Ricky frowned. "Just touching, right? You're not going 

to..." He took a breath and forged onward; Jack was so 
proud of him for coming out with it. "I don't want to be 
fucked. | didn't like it, and I'd rather not do it again." 

Jack kissed Ricky on the mouth. "Then we won't. We don't 
have to, ever." He rubbed the back of his knuckles over 
Ricky's cheek. "Some people never like anal sex, for a lot 
of reasons. There's no rule that says you have to like it just 
because you're gay. And | would never, ever do a thing like 
that without asking, baby. It's your body." He cupped 
Ricky's face in his hands and leaned up to kiss Ricky's 
forehead. "I'm glad you said something." 

Ricky relaxed against Jack, nodding. "Thank you." He 

lifted his head again and kissed Jack on the mouth. "Where 
did you want me to kneel?" 

"C'mere." Jack patted his hip. "I'll show you the good spot." 


The good spot was kneeling in the long, contoured lounge 


seat at the back of the tub, with his arms crossed on the 
padded edge where someone could rest their head. It was 
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just enough that Ricky's back and ass were above water and 
the waves lapped up around his balls. Jack reached past 
him and adjusted things under the water and seconds later, 
bubbling streams of warm water were thrumming against 
Ricky’s dick. 

"That better?" There was room for Jack behind him and 
Jack's big hands started massaging up at his shoulders. 
Ricky was already purring, relaxing into Jack's touches. 
"The 'good spot,' huh?" he asked, his voice soft, like he was 
on the verge of moaning. 

“There's a couple in here, but this spot is the good spot for 
this." Jack gave an incredible massage with his powerful 
hands and his knack for finding any sore spots. He nuzzled 
and kissed in the curve of Ricky's neck, murmuring with 
pleasure, breathing in Ricky's sun-warmed male scent. As 
his hands moved down, Jack kissed and licked the length of 


Ricky's spine. 


Finally, he was kneading and massaging Ricky's ass, 
opening Ricky up and sliding his thumbs down the crease. 
His fingers played over Ricky's hole and up behind his 
balls, he tugged Ricky's balls gently, stroked Ricky's cock, 
and then went back to playing where he knew Ricky loved 
being touched so much. 

Ricky let his head drop forward and he moaned softly. 
"That feels so good," he purred. 

"You deserve it." Jack pressed hot, open kisses over 
Ricky's ass, biting gently and licking. He even cupped 
Ricky's balls in his palm so he could lick and suck them 
from behind, moaning at how silky they were in his mouth. 
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There was no way Jack could get it up again just now, but 
his dick was trying like hell. 

"You are so... Can l..." Jack tried again. "Stop me if you 
don't like this." It was the best he could do, not knowing if 
Ricky even knew the word for what he was going to do. He 
licked a hot, slow, wet streak from Ricky's balls to his 


tailbone, and he moaned at the way all that slick skin felt 


against his tongue. 

"Jack... Oh, God." Ricky moaned, shuddering and arching 
into it. 

Jack's tongue left everything slippery, teasing and flicking 
delicately, while his fingers gave deeper sensations 
everywhere else, cock and balls and hole, always outside, 
never invading. It was so good to dedicate all this attention 
to someone's pleasure like this. He was shameless in his 
noises of enjoyment. This was a good lesson for Ricky in 
what felt best and a thrill Jack intended to repeat when he 
could. He licked and kissed and even sucked gently and 
used his teeth lightly. His fingers kept moving as well, 
caressing and pressing and driving Ricky wild. 

“Jack,” Ricky gasped, and then he was coming. He cried 
out Jack's name and shivered hard, moving desperately to 
get more of Jack's touches and kisses, more of his fingers 
and tongue and teeth. Oh, God, that was unexpected and so 
good. Jack loved having a sensitive lover. 

Jack gave him everything there was to give, open and 


without hesitation. When Ricky started to come down, Jack 


gave him kisses on the curves of his bare ass and stroked 
his hips before reaching for the water bottle at the edge of 
the tub to rinse his mouth out. Then he sat back and, hands 
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on Ricky's hips, tried to coax him in for a cuddle. "C'mere," 
he said quietly, petting still. 

Jack took another drink and then wiped his face with a very 
wet hand. He wasn't bothered by such things, but Ricky 
might not want to be kissing someone whose face had just 
been buried between his asscheeks, even if Ricky had been 
about as spotlessly clean as one could ask for, with all the 
chemical-laden water and the way Jack had been petting 
him before. Jack kissed Ricky's hair and murmured, "That 
Okay?" 

"Porn never made that look like it would feel so good," 
Ricky mumbled unsteadily. 

Jack laughed quietly. "Most porn out there is crap, unless 
you know where to go. If you ever want to try anything else 
you've seen, you let me know." 


"I... um." Ricky swallowed hard. "Okay. That wasn't... | 


mean. It always seemed kind of gross. And, like, a 
punishment or something. Humiliating, sort of. In the 
porn." 

"Mm. There are better punishments than that," Jack said 
pensively, petting Ricky’s back. "Humiliation is a kink that 
needs a careful hand. I've met very few people who really 
wanted to be humiliated, and far too many people who 
really wanted to humiliate someone. I'd cut my own tongue 
out before introducing them to each other, too. And, that 
said, rimming is hardly a punishment for anyone when 
done right. You feel delicious. Beautiful skin." Jack purred 
and kissed Ricky's hair again. 

Ricky tilted his head up to see Jack's face. "So it wasn't... 
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You liked it, too?" 

Jack cupped Ricky's cheek in his hand, looking down at 
Ricky’s sweet face. "Do | look like a man who does things 
he doesn't want to do?" he said dryly. "Let's see... 
incredibly sensuous, deeply intimate sex act that drives my 


beautiful young lover to wild orgasms... yes, | think | want 


to do it. In fact, | think I'd like to do it more than once." A 
smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. "Definitely." 
"Oh." Ricky smiled shyly, his cheeks pink. "Okay. | just... 
Okay. Thank you." 
Jack smiled at him then, warm and sweet, and kissed him 
lightly on the mouth. "You're very, very welcome." Jack 
pulled back to look at Ricky again. "I consider myself very 
lucky to get to be your lover," he said quietly. "Privileged. 
You should know that." 
Ricky was quiet, searching Jack's expression. Ricky cupped 
Jack's face in his hands and kissed him again, soft and 
sweet. Jack wrapped him up close in strong arms and 
kissed him back the same way. Intimate moments were to 
be savored and this deserved many, many slow and tender 
kisses. This was so different from anything else in Jack's 
life these days. 

ek 
"Remind me why | let you talk me into this every year?" 
Jack was sitting on his bedroom floor, surrounded by the 


printed submissions eligible for that year's speculative 


fiction anthology. 

"Because you take pity on me and Garret Publishing every 
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year and help edit an anthology that no one gives a shit 
about, except people who buy everything you write without 
looking inside the cover," Paul said grimly. He was lying 

on the bed with his head propped up on the pillow, reading 
one of the submissions. When Jack didn't say anything, he 
shifted the paper enough to make eye contact. Jack wasn't 
amused. "I only say it because it's true." 

Paul was a pain in the ass. Lean, handsome, younger than 
Jack, and the epitome of metrosexual, but a pain in the ass. 


"If it's true, then | quit," Jack muttered. "I'm not putting all 
this work into something no one reads." 


"The critics read it," Paul pointed out. "Can we take the 


ones we don't pick out back and shoot them again this 
year? 


| think that was the highlight of last year." 
“How about we shoot them all," Jack suggested, sprawling 
over onto his back to look up at the story in his hands. 


“Hey, Leigh Leighton wrote a great story this year." 


"What the hell were her parents thinking?" Jack muttered. 
"She's such a smart girl, too. You think she'd know how to 
fill out a name change form." 

“Maybe she likes it. Who knows? Hard enough figuring 

men out; | can't be arsed if it's female." Paul snorted softly. 
"She can write, though." 

"Sam Richards didn't suck this year. | think he must have 
taken a workshop." Jack tossed the story he'd just read into 
the 'keep' pile. 


"You are such a bitch." Paul started to laugh. "Christ, Jack, 
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you are so fucking wasted on this podunk little suburb. | 
Swear, does anyone here even have a sense of humor?" 
"Sure they do. They watch Letterman." Jack grabbed 
another story and Paul coughed on his laughter. 

"See?" Paul threw the story he was reading into the 'keep' 
pile and got down on the floor to pick another one, trying 
not to wrinkle his linen jeans. 

"You didn't even read that one," Jack accused. "Pick that 


shit up." 


"It was Greg Murray," Paul said. "I didn't need to." 

"Don't tell me he developed a taste for the cock just in time 
for awards season," Jack muttered. "You're judging the 
Alvins this year, aren't you?" 

"He already won a Pausch for it," Paul muttered. "I'm not 
going to leave it out." 

"He did." Jack stopped reading about the misadventures of 
a Russian fish importer in Africa and glared at Paul. "You 
got nailed by Murray." 

"We had drinks," Paul sputtered. "No nailing happened. No 
nailing has been happening for weeks. Unlike someone | 
could name." 

"What?" Jack was suddenly busy reading. "Bullshit." 

"You have been." Paul crawled over slowly. "Jacky... 

you've been getting laid in suburbia. Are you poaching 
closeted husbands, my darling?" Paul nudged the story 
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aside to look down at Jack. His soft black hair was in 
disarray from tugging at it in frustration, but when he 


grinned, his teeth were that unnatural, perfect white of 


someone who had them whitened regularly. "Tell." 

"Don't make me smack your ass." Jack smacked Paul in the 
head with the story instead. 

"Who says that's not what | want?" Paul straddled his hips 
and pinned Jack to the floor by the shoulders. Jack kept 
reading. "My ass misses you." He ground said ass -- and 
Jack had to admit, it was a really fine ass, always had been 
-- against Jack's groin. 

"We have to do the first read-through before we do 
anything else," Jack said firmly. There were bonuses to 
working on the anthology together every year. 
"Traditionalist." Paul straightened up and pulled his shirt 
off in a smooth movement, revealing a tanned, waxed 
chest. Damn it, but Jack was even more fond of that look 
now than ever. Paul wasn't any broader or more masculine 
than Ricky was. For all that he was young, Ricky was 
beautifully built and would just get more powerful as he 
aged. "I think we deserve a break. Everyone's asleep at the 
fucking wheel this year." 


"| don't know what Martin was thinking when he wrote that 


shit. | wish he'd stop taking his stories out of the 
headlines." Jack launched the story toward the waste bin, 
adding it to the ranks of the fallen, and then picked up 
another. 

Paul undid his snakeskin belt and started undoing his jeans, 
moving steadily in Jack's lap with hip circles that would 
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have made a stripper jealous. He unzipped to reveal a tiny 
pair of dark red silk briefs, his dick already hardening and 
straining at the fabric. "Jack." His voice was lower now 
and, when Jack looked up, Paul was biting his lip. "Come 
on. It's been a year." 

"You know where | live," Jack said, playing hard to get for 
all that he was getting hard from Paul's teasing. 

"And you'd kick my ass if | showed up," Paul said. He was 
right, too. "Kicking is not what | want you to do to my ass, 
Jack." He ran his tongue over his bitten lower lip, then 
stood gracefully. 

"What do you want me to do to your ass, then?" Jack 


already knew and, even though he was pretending to read, 


he was watching Paul strip, watching the man shiver with 
anticipation. 

"Fuck it." Paul got rid of the jeans and then the briefs. He 
came back to stand over Jack, stroking his dick lightly. He 
was a damn pretty man with a slim, pretty cock jutting out 
of silky black curls. 

"What else?" Jack moved the manuscript to see better. 
"You know." Paul knelt down again, hands on his thighs, 
pouting prettily. He never wanted to say it. He reached 
behind himself and started undoing Jack's belt and shorts. 
"Tell me." Jack kept his voice steady even though Paul was 
kneeling over his bare torso, balls brushing Jack's belly, 
and reaching into his pants. He did, however, drop the story 
he'd been reading. 
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"Jack." 

"Can't have it unless you say it." Even Paul's manicured 
caress over the head of his cock wasn't going to change 
Jack's mind. 


Paul squirmed uncomfortably for a moment, but the touch 


of Jack's hands on the curve of his ass made him moan and 
loosened his tongue. "I want your hands," he said, pushing 
back against them. 

"And?" 

"| want..." Paul bit his lip and whimpered as Jack's fingers 
found his hole. He gave up on Jack's pants to lean back 
with his hands on Jack's hips, body arching. "I want one of 
them in me, you fucking bastard," he said at last, 
shuddering through with the words. He met Jack's eyes, his 
own blown with need, already panting as Jack fingered him 
dry. "Fuck it, Jack, we could be doing this long distance 
otherwise. | fucking want your fucking fist up my fucking 
ass," he ground out. "I want your fucking huge fist in me, 
you son of a bitch." 

"That ain't no way to talk about my mama." Jack shoved a 
dry finger deep into Paul and watched him writhe. 

"I'm sorry," Paul whimpered. He was such a composed, 
arrogant, tease of an ass until Jack got him like this, 
impaled even on something as small as a single finger. 


"Please, Jack. | need it." 


"Get on the bed." Jack pushed another finger in, feeling 
Paul open up with the ease born of years of practice. "You 
know where the lube is, and the towels. Get started without 
Slow Bloom - 77 

me. I'll be there when I think you're ready. I'm not done 
working." 

"Okay." Paul nodded, still making little noises and trying to 
get more of Jack’s fingers into him. He looked about to 
burst into tears, whether from relief or frustration, Jack 
couldn't tell. Jack pushed a third finger in, knowing it 
would hurt, and Paul's eyes got wide, his dick twitching 
with pleasure. "Oh, Jack," he groaned, his hands clenching 
on Jack's hips. 

"Go get ready." Jack pulled his fingers out and slapped 
Paul's thigh cruelly hard with his other hand. "And don't 
bother me again." 

"Yes, Jack." Paul scrambled to his feet, awkward and shaky 
with arousal, and stumbled off to collect the towels. 

Jack picked up the story he'd discarded and went back to 


reading. That one was a keeper. The next one, not so much, 


nor the one after it. When he heard whining, he looked up 
to see Paul on his knees on the bed, facing away from Jack, 
four fingers buried in his ass. 

Jack sighed and got to his feet, shedding his shorts as he 
did. As he walked around the bed to get out the gloves, he 
watched Paul almost indifferently, even though he was 
hard. There was sex, and then there were other things. 
"You can have this in a minute," he said, coming back 
around and letting the glove snap against his wrist once it 
was on. "Sit up. | want to fuck your mouth." 

Paul scrambled to obey, wild-eyed and drunk on need. 
There wasn't a thing missing, Jack thought, grabbing a 
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handful of hair with his bare hand and pulling Paul 

forward. Except, of course, where there was. 

After, Jack washed up and threw out gloves, condoms, and 
other bits of trash so he could get dressed and back to work. 
He was two more stories in, sitting on the floor again, when 
Paul slid off the bed and crawled over to give worshipful 


little kisses to his spine and shoulders. 


"Come back to the city, Jacky," Paul murmured. "This isn't 
the place for you. You're so wasted here." 


"I'm not interested in the city," Jack said flatly. Not the city 
nearest to him, nor the one where he'd come from. Paul 


lived just blocks from where Jack had lived when he'd been 
Jack in one set of clothes and Thales in another. He'd left 
all that behind for a reason. 

"No one here understands you," Paul whispered in his ear. 
It was like having his inner demons seep out into physical 
form. "Jack, you could be with your kind of people in the 
city." 

"Fags?" Jack tossed the story toward the trash and picked 
up another. 

"Well, yes." Paul rested his cheek on Jack's shoulder and 
Slid his hands around to rub his palms over Jack's nipples. 
"| meant people like us. You know. Educated. Kinky. Fun." 
"You don't want me there," Jack said, shrugging, ignoring 
the petting as he started reading. "You'd get bored of me in 
a week. You'd start going on about how your bike seat was 


going to disappear up your ass if you saw me anymore. 


And that's if | didn't catch you doing coke with some 
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steroid-added gym bunny in the sauna and beat some sense 
into you. l'm fine here." 

"You're not happy." Paul kissed his neck. "Something's 
missing, Jacky. Has been for years, baby." 

"You don't know shit, Paul." Jack shook Paul off and got 

up, giving him a contemptuous look. Right then, Jack hated 
both of them like poison. He pulled his desk drawer open 


and grabbed a stale pack of Russian cigarettes instead of 
his 


gun. "Fuck off. Before | shoot you." 

"I know you." Paul stretched out, posing, showing off the 
marks Jack had left on his body. "You need to come home, 
Jack. This place has already turned you gray. You're not 
getting any younger. Come back while you can still get it 
up, baby. People know you there. You could have all the 
ass you want, all day, all night. You could have respect 
instead of being the creepy old man on the hill. I'll hire you 


an assistant. What do you want? Young? There is the 


hottest little Asian bike messenger who comes around, | 
could get him for you. | think he's legal. Or, maybe you'd 
rather have a blond; I'm so into blonds lately." 

Jack finished lighting the cigarette and put the lighter down 
before his hands started shaking. "Get out, you miserable 
little whore." 

He didn't have to say it twice; by the time he looked over 
his shoulder, Paul was already gathering his clothes. "Was 

it something | said?" His expression was coy and cruel at 
once. 

Jack grabbed a half-empty bottle of scotch out of the 
drawer and it wasn't until he was turning that he realized he 
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meant to throw it instead of drink it. 

“Think about it." Paul wasn't put off; he was turned on. 

"The city misses you, Jacky. There's a whole generation of 
queers who haven't had a chance at you. You're letting us 
down." He slipped out before Jack could get past the 
argument in his head that Paul wasn't worth wasting all that 


scotch on. 


Once Paul was gone, Jack sagged back against the desk and 
opened the scotch. He wasn't going back unless, and it was 
looking more likely every minute, he went back on trial for 
tearing Paul apart with his bare hands. 
"Not a fucking court in the world would convict me," he 
muttered, then took a drink. No matter how good the sex 
was, and it wasn't as good as he remembered, it was going 
to be a long fucking week. A long fucking week full of bad 
writing. Shit. 

eK 
Darren and Zach dropped Ricky off at the end of his block. 
Summer meant all his friends from high school were back 
home, too, and ill-advised parties were the result. Darren 
had been designated driver, this time, delivering all the 
party-goers safely back to their homes. Ricky climbed out 
of the car and headed down the sidewalk toward home, but 
the lights in Jack's upstairs window caught his attention. 
Jack was still awake, still working. 
Ricky hadn't gotten to see Jack much in the past week and a 


half. At all, really, except in passing. Jack had had 


company, some good-looking guy who had kept Jack holed 
up in his house, in his office, the whole time. Jack was 
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alone now, though, and Ricky was just tipsy enough that 
sneaking into his house to seduce him seemed like a grand 
idea. 

He had keys to Jack's house -- one of the perks of working 
for Jack -- so sneaking in wasn't really all that difficult. 
Ricky just slipped in the back door by the kitchen and 
headed up the stairs to Jack's room. He was quiet, peeking 
in the doorway to make sure Jack was in the room. There 
he was, sitting at his desk in just a bathrobe and boxer 
shorts. God, Jack was hot. 

Ricky slipped into the room, up behind Jack, and nuzzled at 
the back of his neck, licking and nipping lightly. When 
Ricky touched him, Jack erupted from his chair with a roar 
of outrage and surprise, spinning around to grab Ricky. 
Ricky yelped, stumbling before Jack grabbed him. That 
didn't stop him from being unsteady, but it at least kept him 


from falling over in shock. 


"What the..." Jack held him at arm's length. He kicked his 
chair to keep it from spinning and collapsed into it, glaring 
at Ricky. 

If anything, Ricky's distress intensified once Jack was 
sitting down. Glaring at him. Ricky looked down at his 
feet, rather than see how Jack was angry with him. He'd 
only meant to come play, not to piss Jack off. 

"What was that about?" Jack snapped. He still hadn’t let go 
of Ricky’s arms. 

Pouting, Ricky chanced a look up at Jack's face to say, "I 
haven't seen you in a while. | just thought..." 
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"You'd give me a fucking heart attack?" Jack scowled. 

"You forget how to use a phone?" He sat back in his chair 
and planted his feet wide apart, looking huge and 
implacable. The stance tugged his boxers taut, making the 
front opening gape and opening the leg holes wide so that 
Ricky could see the crease where Jack’s thighs met his 
body, the lower curve of his asscheeks, a glimpse of his 


balls, and his heavy cock half-curled above them. 


Ricky bit his lip and, eyes on the gaps in Jack's boxers, 
shook his head. Being tipsy eased away his nervousness. 
Instinct brought him to his knees, and he looked up at Jack 
as he leaned in to nuzzle between Jack's legs. 

"| don't think so." Jack crossed his arms over his chest and 
frowned down at Ricky. "That's not for you right now. How 
much did you have to drink tonight?" 

Ricky stopped nuzzling, but he didn't move away, just 
rested his cheek on Jack's thigh and breathed in Jack's 
scent. "Not that much." He really just wanted to press his 
face in a little more, to lick and nuzzle like he had that day 
in the hot tub. "Two beers. Nothing else. I'm not drunk." 
Just tipsy, relaxed. 

"Stand up." Jack didn't have to raise his voice or try to 
sound harsh for it to be an order. "I don't like being 
interrupted. I'm busy; you damn well know that. Obviously, 
we have to go over this again, so you don't forget." As soon 
as Ricky was on his feet, Jack reached out and undid his 
jeans, stripping them and his briefs down to his knees in 


one movement. "Right?" He looked up at Ricky, waiting 


for an answer. 

The shock of his pants and briefs being stripped away made 
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Ricky whimper. He bit his lip again, but he nodded. Ricky 
knew that Jack didn't like being interrupted. He hadn't been 
thinking about that when he decided to come here. 

"Over my knees." Jack's expression hadn't softened at all. 
He slapped his thigh with a crack. 

Ricky's lips parted in shock, but he was already moving to 
obey. The sound of Jack's hand hitting his thigh made 

Ricky flinch. He managed to get himself bent over Jack's 
legs, his hands and feet on the floor and his ass in the air. 
"Jack..." 

"Yes?" Jack's voice sounded heartless, but his big, warm 
hand was already between Ricky's thighs, stroking his balls 
and up between his asscheeks. 

Ricky was getting hard, his dick pressing against Jack's 
thigh. God, he hadn't wanted to make Jack angry at him, 
he'd just wanted a little attention. "I'm sorry, Jack..." Maybe 


if he apologized enough, Jack would let Ricky get back 


down there between his legs again, instead of over his lap. 
Jack's hand came down on one ass-cheek with a crack, just 
enough to really sting like crazy. "You'll learn," Jack said 
sternly. He smacked the other side. Ricky couldn't believe 
Jack was spanking him. He hissed with the first slap and 
whimpered on the second. It stung, but then Jack rubbed his 
thumb down from Ricky's tailbone to tease his hole, his 
fingers stroking Ricky's balls, making Ricky moan and shift 
against Jack's thigh. 

Jack was methodical, setting Ricky's ass on fire by degrees, 
his slaps perfectly weighted and placed, over and over 
again. Between sets of smacks, he petted and teased and 
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reached under Ricky to stroke his dick. Jack’s other hand 
was knotted in Ricky's curls, tight enough that Ricky knew, 
absolutely, who was in charge of him right now. 

Ricky's whimpers got more intense, finally sliding into soft 
gasps and cries. It didn't matter that there were tears 
running down his cheeks; Ricky's dick was aching, and 


every time Jack's hand hit his ass, his dick throbbed more. 


Just like the very first time they'd been together, Jack's 
hand fisted in his hair was enough to send shivers through 
Ricky. He wouldn't have dreamed of moving away, not 
even when his ass burned from the spanking. 

"Now." Jack's hand stroked Ricky's burning flesh in slow 
circles. "What's the rule?" 

It took a moment for Ricky to catch his breath enough to 
speak. "Don't bother you when you're working," he said 
Slowly, forcing the words past the urge to beg Jack for 
more, just enough so that he could come. Fuck, he was so 
close, but the petting wasn't enough and neither was the 
Slight friction of his dick against Jack's thigh. Ricky 
whimpered. 

"Good. Don't forget again." Jack's hand came down again, 
lower this time, almost on Ricky's thighs. The impact went 
right through him, shivering into that place where Jack 
touched him behind his balls and up into his belly. Another 
smack followed right on top of that one, not quite low or 
hard enough to get him in the balls, but close. 


Jack spanked him good and hard with one solid smack after 


another that drove the lesson home. Ricky whined, writhing 
to get the friction he needed, but it wasn't enough, and he 
couldn't stop sobbing long enough to beg Jack to let him 
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come. 

Suddenly, Jack stopped. He got an arm under Ricky's chest 
and lifted him up until they were both standing and Jack 
scooped Ricky up in his arms. "C'mere, baby," he 
murmured, kissing Ricky's tear-soaked face. "You won't do 
it again. Breathe," he said softly. "Breathe, baby." He 
carried Ricky to his bed and laid him down there. He kissed 
Ricky one more time before moving to strip him bare, 
caressing and kissing him everywhere. 

Ricky's ass stung from the spanking and he had to fight to 
catch his breath. He rubbed at his face with both hands, 
trying to wipe away his tears. The change in Jack's attitude, 
in his touches, was startling, and Ricky wasn't sure how to 
react. 

Jack helped Ricky get his shirt off, and then leaned over 


him to kiss him again. "Done is done," he said simply. He 


kissed Ricky, slow and sweet, one hand trailing over 
Ricky's cock. "Can't have been too bad," he noted with a 
sensual purr. 

Arching up toward Jack's hand slid Ricky's ass against the 
sheets, making it sting more. "I'm sorry," he whispered 
again, swallowing down his whimpers. "Please." 

"Please?" Jack brought his hand to his mouth and licked 
pre-come off his palm, then, before Ricky could answer, he 
rolled off the bed to drop his robe and boxers. The glow of 
the computer at the far end of the room lit Jack up from 
behind, outlining his broad torso, powerful thighs, and his 
thick cock jutting out from his body. 

Ricky's breath caught and he rolled, sliding back down to 
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his knees in front of Jack. His own erection was forgotten 
in favor of pressing his face between Jack's thighs, nuzzling 
at the base of Jack’s cock. He'd wanted this before the 
Spanking and he still wanted it now. 

Jack stroked Ricky's hair back. "Go ahead," he murmured. 


He was very hard, his balls tight and heavy, and he stepped 


his feet apart. 

Ricky rested his hands on Jack's thighs and purred 
appreciatively. He licked at Jack's balls, tongue sliding over 
the soft skin and curly hair, and up to the base of Jack’s 
cock, then back down. 

"That what you wanted?" Jack asked gently, petting Ricky's 
curls. 

Tilting his head back just enough that he could see Jack's 
face, Ricky made himself stop licking so he could answer. 
"Yeah." He wanted to show Jack how sorry he was, and 
make it up to him, and he wanted to soak up the smell of 
Jack's body, the taste of his skin. "Can |?" 


"Yeah, you can." Jack slid his fingers into Ricky's hair. "I like 
how you do it." 


Jack's permission and encouragement made Ricky feel 
warm and good inside. Ricky made another pleased little 
sound and gave himself up to worshiping Jack's balls and 
cock with his mouth. Jack’s fingers slid into Ricky's hair. 
He was shameless about his groans and sighs of pleasure, 


letting Ricky know how good it all was. 


Soon, pre-come was welling out of Jack’s dick, slow, thick 
droplets that beaded at the slit before trickling down. Ricky 
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chased the droplets back up to the source, licking at the 
head of Jack's cock and moaning at the taste. He gave wet, 
open kisses to the tip, and his fingers slid up behind Jack's 
balls, pressing against that smooth skin the way Jack had 
liked so much last time. 

"That's good." Jack's voice was unsteady. 

Ricky looked up Jack's body to his face as he finally sucked 
Jack's cock into his mouth, taking it in as deeply as he 
could manage and bringing his free hand up to stroke the 
shaft where he couldn't reach with his mouth. 

Jack's eyes were wide and dark and his expression was 
tender. "So good," he murmured, stroking Ricky's hot 
cheeks where tears had left sticky streaks. "I love watching 
you suck my cock, pretty boy." 

Moaning, Ricky leaned into the touches. He licked and 
sucked at Jack's dick, rubbing and pressing his fingers 


against the spot behind Jack's balls, hard like Jack had 


asked for before. Ricky pushed himself to take Jack's cock 
deeper into his mouth, a little at a time, wanting to feel it 
slide over his tongue. He moved faster, whimpering. It felt 
so good to do this. 

"Oh, fuck. Oh, yeah, baby. Like that." Jack came in slow, 
lazy pulses that spilled over Ricky's tongue. "So good," 
Jack sighed, still coming. "That's good, Ricky." 

Ricky moaned, swallowing everything down as best he 
could. He wanted all of it. Jack's praise felt so good, it was 
like another caress, and he could hear the pleasure in Jack's 
voice, pleasure he'd put there. 
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Jack stretched and sighed again as he finished coming. 
"C'mere," he said, reaching down for Ricky. "I think there 
was something else you wanted, wasn't there?" 

Putting his hand in Jack's, Ricky struggled up to his feet. 
He was hard, aching, but it had been so easy to ignore 
while he was sucking Jack off. "I wanted to come," he 
admitted softly. 


Jack led Ricky to the bed and sat back with his back to the 


headboard, drawing Ricky in. "Tell me how you want it," 
he said quietly. "You want my mouth or my hands or...?" 
He was so gentle when he wasn't in a bad mood. Even ina 
bad mood, he'd been careful. 

Ricky knelt up over Jack's thighs and leaned in for a soft 
kiss before he answered. "Your mouth?" he asked, 
remembering how it had felt before, and how much Jack 
had seemed to like it. 


"Here." Jack slid down, tugging at Ricky's hips. "I want to 
feel you." When Ricky was close enough, Jack flicked his 


tongue over the head of Ricky's cock. "And | want to hear 
you." He parted his lips for Ricky to push into his mouth. 
"Oh..." Ricky stared down at Jack. "Like this? Really?" 
Jack wouldn't be in control of it, and Ricky didn't want to 
do something wrong. 

Jack kissed the tip of Ricky's cock. "Yeah. | can stop you if 
| don't like it. But I'll like it." He growled softly and 
mouthed the head of Ricky's cock. "I want you." 

"Yeah," Ricky breathed. "Okay." He rocked his hips, 


pushing his dick past Jack's lips. The contact, after nothing 
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at all while he'd been sucking Jack off, felt intense. 

Jack purred and sucked hungrily. Ricky put one hand on 
the headboard, over Jack's shoulder, needing something to 
keep him upright and steady while he pushed into Jack's 
mouth. He moved slowly at first, sliding further in with 
each thrust. 

"Jack... Oh, fuck," Ricky gasped, watching his dick slide 
past Jack's lips and into his mouth. It didn't take long for 
him to be whimpering, shivering, his hips moving fast. Jack 
stroked his hips and thighs, moaning loudly and 
swallowing around Ricky's cock as it slid in deep. 

Ricky felt like he was right up on the edge of orgasm, the 
need like fire racing through him. He writhed, fucking 
Jack's mouth, whining in the back of his throat when 
nothing was enough to push him over that edge. "Oh, fuck. 
Please, please, please," he begged, desperate to come. 
Jack let him suffer for what seemed like an eternity before 
Sliding big fingers up to pet over his hole and up behind his 


balls, sucking him in hard and wrapping his cock up in 


tight, tight heat every time Ricky pushed in. When Ricky 
finally came, he cried out with it, Jack's name and more 
desperate pleas. Even as it faded, he was still pushing into 
Jack's mouth and rocking back against those big fingers, 
gasping. 

Jack let him move like that a long while, Ricky's cock 
softening in his mouth, and then he pulled back and tugged 
Ricky's hips down gently. He gathered Ricky up in his arms 
and held him and kissed him and stroked his hair. "What's 
the rule?" Jack murmured. 
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"Don't--Don't bother you while you're working," Ricky said 
quietly, his voice somewhere between the lazy haze of 
pleasure and the thickness that came from sobbing. 
"Yeah." Jack gave him little fluttery kisses. "If | were a 
younger, more paranoid man," he said against Ricky's hair, 
"| could well have shot you, sweetheart. Good thing I've 
matured." 

"I'm sorry," Ricky murmured, realizing what a bad idea the 


whole thing had been. He hadn't meant to upset Jack, to 


break the rules, or to nearly get himself hurt. He'd just 
wanted some attention from his lover. 

"Done is done," Jack said again, his voice gentle. He 
rubbed one hand over Ricky's tender backside. "I'd 
encourage you to do it again so | could give you another 
Spanking, but | really do hate losing time on my work. I'ma 
bit too old to pull any more all-nighters than | already do." 
He rumbled contentedly and gave Ricky's ass a squeeze. 
"You have an adorable little ass." 

Ricky flushed. "Maybe we could try it without me pissing 
you off, next time," he murmured. The stinging smacks had 
felt good, in a way, at least after the shock had passed. 
Jack paused and then ducked his head to kiss Ricky on the 
mouth, hot and slow and brimming with lust. "I think we 
could do that," he said, his voice rough with need, as 
though they hadn't had sex at all. "Any time you want." 
"Somehow, | don't think this is what people mean when 
they talk about birthday spankings," Ricky muttered, 
leaning in for another kiss. The desire in Jack's voice, the 


way it got low and rough and hungry, sent shivers of heat 
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sparking through Ricky's belly. 

It took a minute for that to sink in for Jack and then he 
kissed Ricky again, patting his still-hot ass. "Birthday? 
We'll have to do something special next time, then." He 
nipped at Ricky's lower lip and then nuzzled Ricky's mouth 
with his own, their kiss-slippery lips sliding over each other 
sensuously. "How many spanks is it I'm going to get to give 
you? Nineteen?" 

Ricky made a little noise of agreement. He wondered how 
it would feel to do that when Jack wasn't angry at him, 
when he was just playing. "It's tomorrow. My parents 
wanted to take me out to dinner, so | went out with some of 
my friends from high school tonight, to celebrate." And 
then he'd gotten the brilliant idea to sneak in and seduce 
Jack. That hadn't worked out exactly as planned. 

"Happy birthday." Jack didn't seem at all angry at him 
anymore. Jack got mad and then it was done. Once Ricky 
had gotten used to it, it wasn't bad. "What do you want for 


your birthday, anyway? Mom and Dad getting you 


anything special?" He pulled back to smile down at Ricky. 
Jack seemed actually interested in stuff Ricky liked; not in 
any weird way, just like it made him happy to hear Ricky 
being enthusiastic about things. It meant Ricky could go on 
about things sometimes without feeling like he was wasting 
Jack's time. 

"| asked for the money to move out of the dorms next year. 
Some of the guys on the swim team are getting a house 
together." Ricky hadn't minded the dorms, but he wanted to 
stay with his teammates. 
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"Think you'll ever get any work done?" Jack teased. 

Ricky laughed. "I'll have my own room, so... Maybe?" 

"I'm sure you'll manage." Jack rubbed his back slowly. 
“Maybe for your birthday I'll get you a big stick to keep the 
boys away. | can't believe you don't need one already." 

"| do okay," Ricky said, shrugging. Maybe not enough 


interest that he needed a stick, but he'd dated a little. "I'm 
pretty busy, with swimming and classes, so it’s not like I go 


looking much." 


“Responsible young man." Jack sighed and kissed the top 
of his head. "You should get home," he said reasonably, but 
maybe he sounded like he wasn't keen on the idea. 

"| get benched if | don't get good grades," Ricky pointed 
out. "And swimming... Well, | don't want to screw myself 
out of that." He shifted around on Jack's lap, so he could 
start to get up, but then he leaned in for another kiss 
instead, licking into Jack's mouth. 

After a few minutes, Ricky pulled back from the kisses to 
ask, "Are you sure you want me to go?" It didn't feel like it, 
not from the way Jack was kissing him, and Ricky wasn't in 
any hurry to leave. His parents knew he'd been going out 
with his friends for his birthday, so they wouldn't expect 
him in at any particular time. 


"It's a good idea." Jack kissed him again, gently. "I've got to 
make up the work | meant to get done before bed." 


"Okay." Ricky nodded and backed off, crawling off of 
Jack's lap so he could go get dressed again. He was 
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disappointed, but he wasn't going to pout again. "I am sorry 


| interrupted you," he said, glancing back at Jack as he 
Slipped down off the bed. 

"I'm satisfied that you learned your lesson." Jack grinned at 
him. 

"| had a good teacher." Ricky found his briefs and jeans, 
and pulled them on, wincing as the fabric slid over his 
tender ass. 

Jack laughed, propping himself up on his elbows so he 
could watch Ricky dress in the low light. "You'll get to 

think of me tomorrow when you sit down," he said, 
sounding more than a little pleased. 

"Like | don't think of you enough already?" Ricky 
murmured, buttoning up and then reaching for his shirt to 
pull it on. 

"Do you?" Jack sounded mildly curious, not ego-seeking or 
disbelieving. 

Ricky pulled his T-shirt over his head and then straightened 
it so it covered his chest and belly. He looked over at Jack 
and said, "Depends what you think 'enough' is, | guess. I've 


been jerking off thinking about you since | was fifteen." 


Oh, God. Ricky was never drinking again. 

Jack quirked an eyebrow at that. "I see." He got up while 
Ricky was trying to work out how to unsay the words and 
pulled his robe on, belting it at the waist. "Afraid | can't say 
the same," Jack said, smiling. "Didn't really look twice at 
you until you were fighting with my lawnmower." Jack got 
a finger through one of Ricky's belt loops and pulled him 
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in, ducking his head to kiss Ricky on the mouth. 

Ricky made a surprised little noise and stumbled as Jack 
pulled him in. He caught himself on the lapels of Jack's 
robe, his hands fisting there when Jack kissed him. That 
day, in Jack's kitchen, Ricky had been sure it was a one- 
time thing. It had been, until Ricky had called Jack for help. 
Somehow, in all of that, he'd gotten lucky enough to be 
allowed to be Jack's lover. He hoped he hadn't screwed that 
up with his admission of how long he'd had a crush on 
Jack. 

Jack wrapped him up, warm and safe, and kissed him 


slowly before speaking again. "Guess no one can say you 


haven't had time to think about what you want," he said 
quietly, pulling back to look down at Ricky. 

Ricky's cheeks were hot, but he shook his head, meeting 
Jack's eyes. He knew what he wanted: Jack. It wasn't new 
and it wasn't a phase he was going through. Four years, and 
now, finally, he got to touch and kiss and be touched and it 
was better than any of his fantasies had ever been. 

"Good thing you did something, or I'd have been eighty and 
you fifty before | got around to looking sideways at you," 
Jack said, grinning down at him. "Just not something I'd 
have thought about, otherwise. Though | think you'll be 
pretty hot at fifty. So, you know, no worries there." 

Jack laughed and kissed Ricky's hot cheek, then nuzzled 
him. Ricky swallowed down his embarrassment and started 
to relax, turning his head to catch Jack's mouth in a kiss. It 
was a very good thing he'd done something. 

"It's okay." Jack stroked Ricky's back slowly, giving him 
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tender kisses as he spoke. "I'm flattered. More than 


flattered. It's special to know that someone so fresh and 


young and unjaded would spend all that energy on me. It's 
Okay if you end up feeling let down by all this, too. It 
happens. You can stop coming over any time you want, and 
I'll still be your friend." 

"I'm not--" Ricky shook his head. "This -- you -- it's 

better." He wasn't feeling let down, not at all. He pressed 
his mouth to Jack's, kissing the man with all the heat and 
need he felt every time Jack touched him. 

Jack kissed him back just as hard, arms tightening around 
Ricky as they kissed. "Just don't forget that," Jack said, and 
then kissed him again. Ricky moaned softly, his hands 
Sliding up higher on the lapels of Jack's robe, clenching 
there, holding tight and pulling Jack closer. After indulging 
Ricky for a little longer, Jack pulled away. "Time to go 
before you interrupt my work all over again," he said 
gruffly. The brush of a kiss he gave Ricky's mouth softened 
the grumble. 

Ricky bit his lip, nodding. "Sorry," he murmured, but this 
time there was a hint of a smile on his lips. The only way 


he could've interrupted Jack's work was if Jack had let 


himself get distracted and turned on by Ricky all over 
again. If that was a concern, then... well, Ricky really had 
nothing to complain about. He backed off and shoved his 
hands into his pockets, shifting his hips inside his jeans to 
adjust his hardening dick to a more comfortable position. 
"I'll, um. I'll see you later." 

"You will." Jack gave him a wink, and then turned to go 
back to his desk where Ricky had found him, leaving Ricky 
to let himself out. 
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C hapter Four 

When Ricky had agreed to work for Jack for the summer, 
the actual work hadn't been the appealing part. The extra 
money, the free time to continue his swim training, and the 
proximity to Jack Corson had been the deciding factors. 
Out in Jack's front yard, digging holes in the flowerbeds for 


the annuals he'd picked up from the nursery that morning, 
he 


found that he actually kind of liked the work. It was a 


swelteringly hot day, and he'd long since stripped down to 
just his cut-off shorts and sneakers, but it felt good to be 
outside on a day like this. Some of his classmates, he knew, 
had taken internships in offices, but he'd decided to come 
home instead, and he was glad of it. 

"Hot day out." 

Ricky turned around, still on his knees, and looked up. 
Jack's expression stopped him and he caught his breath. 
Jack was standing behind him, holding out a cold bottle of 
water. It was pretty obvious Jack wasn't talking about the 
weather at all, the way he was looking at Ricky. Pity there 
wasn't a nice big privacy fence here or Ricky might have 
been on his back with his shorts around his knees already, 
and it had only been thirty seconds. 

Ricky reached out for the bottle and took a long drink. The 
look on Jack's face made him feel a little daring, a little 
wicked. He tipped his head back and poured the rest of the 
water over his head and chest. It felt good, cool in the hot 
sun, but that wasn't the point. 


Jack crossed his arms over his chest, looking even bigger 


that way. "You had to go and do that, didn't you?" He 
sounded cross. "Now l'm going to have to go waste time 
lying in the hot tub and jerking off while | think about how 
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good it would be to rip those shorts off you and tongue your 


pretty ass until you come everywhere, then flip you over 
and 


suck you hard again so | can fuck my mouth on your dick 
until my throat is sore for days and you come so hard you 
can't remember anything but how to worship my cock with 
your sweet, rosy mouth, looking like you live to get your 
mouth full of my come, even if you always end up with it 
dripping down your chin so you look completely debauched 
and fucked." He said it all in a dry monotone that was more 
how someone would rattle off a list of chores instead of 
describing an unbelievably erotic series of events, and he 
looked completely neutral, maybe even irritated with Ricky. 
"| hope you're happy now." 


Ricky's breath came faster at the thought of doing 
everything 


Jack had just described. Except Jack wasn't offering to do 


any of it; he was saying that he was going to go jerk off 
thinking about it. "You do it on purpose, don't you?" Ricky 
accused, rubbing the heel of his hand down the front of his 
Shorts, shifting his erection so it didn't press so hard against 
the fly. "| do something to turn you on and you just..." He 
shook his head, water flying from his curls. "Turn it right 
back on me." 

"I'm good like that." Jack grinned at him, and then let his 
eyes wander down Ricky's body. "I should get going before 
| can't keep from sucking those tight, pink nipples right out 
here in front of all the neighbors." His voice was still dry, 
but there was gravel in it, like he was turned on as well. He 
dragged his gaze back up to Ricky's face. "Oh, before | go. 
You free Saturday? Around lunch?" 

What neighbors? It took a moment for Ricky to get past the 
idea of Jack's mouth on his skin. "Saturday? Yeah. | think 
so. Why?" Even if he wasn't free, he would be, just as soon 
as he could call and cancel his plans. 


"Just upstairs from the last stop before the central hub on 
the 
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Subway is a cafe called Avogadro's. Meet me down there at 
eleven." Jack gave Ricky a wink. "We'll go get you some 
birthday presents, together." 

Jack was going to take him somewhere. Shopping. Ricky 
didn't even know what Jack had in mind and already he was 
excited. He grinned, completely unable to keep his 
excitement from showing on his face. "Okay. | can do that." 
"We'll have an early lunch and then have some fun. I'm 
meeting my agent at four." That gave them five whole hours 
together downtown, on their own. Just them. Ricky wanted 
to wriggle. Jack looked Ricky over one more time and then 
turned to go. "I'd better get on with my afternoon, what with 
all this extra stuff | have to fit into my day. You know where 


the water is in the kitchen if you want to get yourself in 
more 


trouble." 
KKK 
Late Saturday morning found Ricky stepping off the subway 


and looking for the cafe Jack had said to meet him at. He 
had 


abandoned his usual jeans and cargo shorts for a pair of 
dark 


khakis and a red shirt, because he had no idea where Jack 
was taking him. He found the cafe where Jack said it would 
be. Avogadro's. He was nervous, walking inside, but he saw 
Jack right away and headed over. 

Jack looked gorgeous as always, in dark jeans and a gray v- 
neck T-shirt that made Ricky want to rub his face against 
Jack's chest, it looked so soft. He walked up beside Jack's 
table, hands shoved in his pockets. "Hey." 

"Hey." Jack looked up and gave him a grin and a look that 
said he’d probably picked the right clothes. "Have a seat. | 
just ordered a coffee, but the waiter will be right back." It 
was a nice little table for two, not right near the windows, 
but with a good view nonetheless. "You look great." 
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Ricky smiled and ducked his head, then slipped into the seat 
opposite Jack. "Thanks. You didn't say where we were 
going, so..." He shrugged. He hadn't really known what to 


wear, but he figured khakis were a good compromise. 


"You look good enough to take anywhere." Jack looked 
really pleased to see him. "I never asked; did you end up 
getting what you wanted for your birthday?" 

"Oh, | had to sign the lease back in February." Ricky smiled, 
happy to have pleased Jack. "It was an early birthday 
present, | guess. They gave me some little stuff: books, a 
new diving watch with a lap counter, that kind of thing." 
"Good. Then they didn't get you anything | was thinking of 
getting you." Jack's grin was pure wickedness. The waiter, a 
slender young man with long red hair tied back in a braid, 
came waltzing back with menus and Jack's coffee. "Did you 
want something to drink?" Jack asked. 

"Just water." Ricky wasn't sure what Jack had in mind, but 
the wicked smile made him want to find out. "I promise not 
to spill it like last time." 

Jack laughed at that and thanked the waiter as he took their 
menus. He passed one to Ricky and then sat back. 
“Everything here is good. You can't really go wrong." 


The menu had everything from classic sandwiches, like 


Reubens, and fries to exotic salads topped with foie gras 
and 


Shaved truffles to all-day breakfast specials like Eggs 
Benedict or a plate of ‘fried everything': eggs, bacon, 
homemade sausage, green tomatoes and potatoes. 
Obviously, the place catered to a wide variety of people who 


knew exactly what they wanted. Jack glanced over the 
menu 


as he drank his coffee, looking quite contented. 
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Ricky looked over the menu and settled on the Reuben. The 
deli on campus just didn't make them right. He put his menu 
aside and watched Jack, instead. 

When the waiter came back with Ricky's water, Jack let 


Ricky order, and then ordered a fried green tomato 
sandwich 


for himself. The waiter gave Ricky an extra look as he 
collected Ricky's menu, and then was gone again. 

"Did you manage to get all the plants in at the front of the 
house?" Jack's voice was neutral. He took a sip of coffee, 


watching Ricky's expression over the rim of the cup. 


"The weather's been good." Ricky traced one finger through 
the condensation on his glass. "Hot, but it hasn't been 
raining, so | just went ahead and finished putting them in." 
"So | saw." Jack's smile was all Ricky needed to know that 
Jack had been paying plenty of attention to him. It was easy 


to forget that Jack paid that kind of attention to him now, 
but 


so good to remember. 
Ricky bit his lip and squirmed, remembering just how Jack 
had been watching him before. He wondered if Jack had 
been jerking off, watching him. 
Jack caught the little squirm and winked at him. Probably. 
Probably yes. Yes was good. 

EK 
After lunch, Jack led Ricky out and down the street, away 
from the downtown core. Just a block away, the scenery 
started to change. They passed a hot pink bakery with a 
rainbow flag over the door, and a mural up on the side of an 
apartment building had a big rainbow over the silhouette of 


two men holding hands and strolling through a park. There 


were all kinds of little shops, interspersed with the 
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occasional newer building here. 

"So," Jack said, giving Ricky a smile. "Ready to do some 
shopping? We can just look around at a few stores before 
you have to think about what you want. We've got a long 
time, and | need to do some shopping myself, anyway." 
"What am I shopping for?" Ricky asked. There was no such 
thing as a ‘gay district’ on campus. There were gay 
nightclubs he'd gone to, and LGBT student groups like 
crazy, but nothing like this, and there certainly wasn't 
anything like this at home, either. "You never really 
mentioned." Which was making him just a little bit 
SUSPICIOUS. 

Jack held out his hand. "Trust me? | haven't been wrong yet 
about what you like." He had his sunglasses on, so Ricky 
couldn't read his eyes, but his smile was genuine. "Here's a 
good place to start. Nice and easy." The shop had some 


elegant clothing, all in leather and silk, on the mannequins 
in 


the front window. 

“Trusting you’s worked well for me so far." Ricky put his 
hand in Jack's and let Jack lead him into the store. 

It was a fairly classy store, this close to the better side of 
downtown, but once they were a few steps in and Jack was 
pushing his sunglasses up on his head, it was obvious that 
they were in some kind of well-supplied sex and fetish shop. 
There were backlit shelves on the walls with toys you could 
actually pick up and play with, a couple television screens 
playing porn with the sound turned off, far in the back, and 
racks of beautifully tailored leather, rubber, and latex 
clothing. There was even a wall of whips, chains, and cuffs 
and a full gibbet cage hanging in the middle of the store. For 


all of that, the air was of a perfectly respectable little 
upscale 


shop, as though they were selling designer varsity 
sweatshirts and kayaks and rock climbing gear along with 
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expensive watches and sunglasses that cost a month's rent. 


Jack gave Ricky's hand a squeeze as he slowed his pace to a 


lazy saunter. 
Ricky could feel the heat rising in his cheeks. He swallowed 
hard and tried to keep breathing. 


"The selection here isn't my favorite," Jack confided, "but it's 
a nice place to start." He took a look at Ricky's face and 


chuckled softly. "You gonna be okay? Maybe | should have 
put a couple beers in you first." 

"I've been trying to avoid drinking things that lead to me 
admitting four-year-long crushes," Ricky muttered, frowning 
at Jack. "I'll pass on the beer." 

Jack laughed at him and drew him close. "If you don't want 
to do this, just say so. | was going to come down here and 
buy a few things, maybe with us in mind, and | wanted to 
give you the chance to come play with me. Sky's the limit, 
anything that suits your fancy. You can leave things at my 


place or take them home, or let me keep them until you go 
to 


school." Jack's smile was winning and sweet. "It'll be fun. 


You can't tell me you haven't at least been curious. Or 
maybe 


you already have a thing or two?" 


"Nothing I've ever actually used," Ricky admitted. Yes, he'd 
been curious, but he'd never actually managed to use 
anything he'd bought or buy anything he'd actually use. 
"Just looking for now," Jack reassured him, giving his hand 
another little squeeze. "Come on. As damn cute as you 
would look in a pair of leather chaps, | think you'd probably 
rather look at the toys. Stop me if I'm wrong." He started to 
lead Ricky over to the toy display. 

"| don't know where I'd wear a pair of leather chaps," Ricky 
pointed out, walking with Jack toward the toys. 

Slow Bloom - 104 

"Surely you kids have costume parties." Jack laughed and 
nudged Ricky with his shoulder. "Here, let's start with some 
simple stuff. | like this store because things are out of the 
packaging and you can get a feel for the size." He stopped 
Ricky in front of a section that was butt plugs of all shapes 
and sizes and materials. Some of them were very pretty, 
even, steel and glass. Jack stood looking over Ricky's 
Shoulder, but he let go of Ricky's hand. "Vibrating stuff is 


down at the other end," Jack noted. 


"Man, this stuff gets fancier every year." Jack picked up a 


beautiful plug that looked like a steel tear with gold 
detailing, 


and there was a ring on the end of it. "We used to have to 
get 


this kind of thing custom-made." It wasn't too big, and it 
wasn't too scary looking, and it did look more like art or 
jewelry. Jack held it out in his hand. 

Ricky looked at Jack's face before he actually reached out to 
take the thing. It was heavier than he would've thought, for 
something so small. "People custom-make things like this?" 
he asked, running his fingers over the narrow silver 
teardrop. He tried to imagine putting something like that 
inside himself. It wasn't big, but he had a hard time shaking 
his ambivalence. As much as he loved the way Jack touched 
him there, Ricky's previous experience with anal sex had left 
him feeling less than impressed with the whole idea. "It's 
pretty." 

"Absolutely. You can get all kinds of custom equipment and 
toys." Jack curled his fingers around the hand holding the 


plug, his thumb petting the toy. "I promise you that wouldn't 


hurt if you ever wanted to try something like that," he said 
in 


a very low voice, his other arm stealing around Ricky's waist 
comfortingly. "Almost anything you want to try, we can find 
a way for you to enjoy." 

He took the plug from Ricky's hand and put it back, then 
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picked up something longer and narrower: purple-swirled 


beads stacked on each other in a thin cone that was barely 
the 


size of Ricky's pinkie-finger at the tip. It looked like it was 


nothing but a tease next to some of the other toys, but 
maybe 


Ricky wasn't the only person in the universe who wasn't 
keen on putting things in his body that way. "Silicone is 
great," Jack said, offering that one up. "Dishwasher safe." 


"I trust you," Ricky said quietly, sliding his fingers along the 
toy. "I'm willing to try, | guess." Trusting Jack had only 


meant good things, so far. 
"You don't even have to try with me," Jack pointed out, 


rubbing his hip. "This isn't about me." His voice was soft 


and serious in Ricky's ear. "If you want to play with me, I'm 
thrilled. But this part, especially this part, is about you. You 
have this amazing, sensitive body, and | would hate to see 
you keep going through life not enjoying it." 

"| bought a dildo," Ricky murmured. "Nothing big or... 
complicated. A few months ago. It's still in the package." He 
laughed, shaking his head. "It just seems like a lot of trouble 
for something that... doesn't feel all that great, really." 

Jack put the plug back and wrapped his arms around Ricky 
from behind, putting his chin on Ricky's shoulder. "Baby, | 
swear to God that when you get it done right, your amazing 
little ass will have you going through the roof with orgasms. 
It may take a little longer, because someone obviously did it 
wrong with you, really wrong, and | don't know what 
happened, but it will feel good in time." He rubbed his cheek 
against Ricky's hair. "I bet my tongue would feel good," he 
murmured. 

Ricky sighed, leaning back against Jack's chest. "It wasn't... 
It wasn't a big deal. It was just bad sex." Bad sex, a bad 


breakup, and Ricky had just never worked up the interest to 


want to try that again. He rested one hand on Jack's arms 
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around him, petting his fingertips over the silvery hair there. 
"Your tongue feels good everywhere else." 

"And it'll feel good if | fuck you with it, too. | promise you 
can beat me with a pillow if | give you bad sex," Jack 
murmured. "And force me to service you with my mouth 
any way you like until you forgive me for my sins. How 


about we keep looking at things and you keep thinking 
about 


it, and if you see anything you could stand trying, we'll get it 
for you?" 

"Okay." Ricky nodded. He glanced back at the little steel and 
gold thing Jack had picked up first, and then looked at the 
other things on the display. "Is there something specific | 
should be looking for? | mean, something that makes one of 
these things better than another?" The idea of Jack's tongue 
pushing into him stayed in the back of Ricky's head, teasing 
him with the memory of how good Jack's tongue had felt 


just licking over his hole. 


"Material, smoothness, narrow neck, a long enough neck - 
but that depends on your build -- wide enough base that it 
stays where it should without interfering with moving 


around -- again, that's how you're built." Jack pointed at a 
few things. "Glass and metal are usually smooth and heavy 
and hold a temperature, like if you keep them in the fridge. 
Glass has to be fairly substantial so it doesn't break. | like 
both. And then there's silicone and nylon, which are my 
favorites for soft stuff. You're sensitive, so soft is probably 
good, but metal would give you sensation with something 
Small if you were moving around. And then there's some 
rubber and jelly toys, which can be good if you're not 
keeping it around or if you're really into the texture." Jack 
nuzzled Ricky's ear. "Just don't wear the metal ones through 
the airport. That's embarrassing." 

Ricky couldn't hold back a little snort of laughter. "You 
know that from experience?" 
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Jack cleared his throat. "Not me, exactly. But it was 
completely my fault that it was where it was, and it had my 


name engraved on it," he said sheepishly. "I felt rather guilty 


about that. It was a busy morning." 

"Oh, man." Ricky ducked his head, trying to stifle the 
laughter that bubbled up. "I guess that'd be hard to explain 
away at the metal detectors." 


"Extremely." Jack's tones were funereal. "I can't believe we 
both forgot. | mean, it's one thing to forget your piercings. 


Anyway, | have attempted never to forget such a thing 
again." 

"Piercings?" Ricky asked, turning his head to double-check 
that he hadn't missed any holes in Jack's ears or face. He 


knew there weren't any piercings anywhere else, at least 
not 


with anything in them. 

"Not on me, not anymore." Jack smiled at Ricky, gently. 
"Not permanent ones, at least. It's been a long time since | 
was into any of that. Not that | object to them. Body art is 
beautiful." 

"| just... wanted to make sure | hadn't missed anything." 
Ricky wondered how a piercing would be not permanent, 
but he didn't ask. "I can't have any jewelry on when I swim, 


not for a race," he added. "So | guess when the other guys | 


know were out getting their noses pierced and stuff, | was... 
well. Being responsible." That's what Jack had called him 
before, Ricky remembered, when he'd mentioned spending 
so much time on classes and training. 

“There's time for that when you're done swimming." Jack 


patted him on the ass. "Besides, if you got any prettier, 
you'd 


start causing accidents." He stepped away and offered Ricky 
his hand. "Come on, let's go look at buzzy things." 
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Ricky laughed and slipped his hand into Jack's. "You are so 
full of shit," he accused, letting Jack lead him toward the 
vibrators. 

eK 
As Jack had said, they just looked at the first store. Ricky 
was tentatively, sweetly curious about it all, forgetting to be 
embarrassed and asking questions while still leaning into 


Jack as though for comfort. Jack was bland and matter-offact 
about all of it, boiling the discussion down to physiology and 
aesthetics and even, in some cases, politics. 


The bondage gear was all commercially-produced crap and, 


even if Jack had been into it still, he wouldn't have bothered 
with it. 


It was a little bit of a walk to the next store, and they 
weren't 


alone out on the sidewalk. There were men here and there 
holding hands, and they passed a pair of women pushing a 
baby stroller with a burbling toddler in it, one of them 
obviously expecting again. 

The pair of them got looks from passing men, some 
interested in Jack, some in Ricky, most obviously trying to 
work out the relationship. It was a really ordinary and happy 
little neighborhood, people talked to each other on corners 
and in shop doorways and outside cafes, but most people 
down here were gay, that was all. 

"Here we go." The next shop wasn't as glossy on the 
outside, but when they stepped in, the bell over the door 
chiming, the tiled floors were clean and it was well lit. This 
store sold books; it had quite a selection at the front, as well 
as sex gear and 'pride’ clothing and jewelry. A cheerful older 


man with pink streaks in his silvering hair waved at them 


from his perch sorting videos near the back of the store. 
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"Hi there," he said, smiling at the pair of them. "Come on in 
and take a look around. Give me a shout if you need help 


with anything." He waved a DVD case at them. "Just 
alphabetizing." 

"Thanks." Ricky was already skimming the titles of the 
nearest bookcase. There were books about the Stonewall 
riots, and about the Sacred Band of Thebes, and anything 
else related to being queer. 

Jack let him go wander, smiling at the way Ricky went 
diving into the books in contrast to how he'd dealt with the 
sex toys. They were going to be here a while, Jack thought, 
finding himself a seat in a chair by the window and paging 
through a local scene ‘zine. 

"Books are on the list, too," he said, smiling at Ricky. 
"Anything that suits your fancy. If they don't suit, you can 


drop them at a second-hand bookshop when you're done. 
I'm 


figuring you have a decent selection at school, though. 


Anything in particular you're interested in?" 


Ricky shook his head, picking up a book. "Just looking." He 
flipped through the pages. 


"We have a great classics section." The shop keeper, tall 
and 


thin and almost elfin, leaned on top of a low set of shelves 
and smiled at Ricky. "A lot of people come in and aren't sure 
where to start, so the staff and our regulars settled ona 
collection of 'must have' kind of books to make it easier for 
people." He pointed over at a set of shelves that had little 
paper flags hanging from under quite a few of the available 
books. "We're always reassessing it and tweaking it as new 
work comes out or old work comes back in print. There's 
little reviews on a lot of them. You can fill them out yourself 
if you ever want. We appreciate it and we post the new 
reviews regularly." 
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With the shop keeper's encouragement, Ricky headed over 
to 


look at the books there. "There’re a lot of must-haves," he 
said, looking over the shelves. Too many, really, to look at 


right then. 


"Well, you're lucky, because these have just been released 
in 


another print run." The shop keeper tapped at a small area 
of 


the shelf. "Small publishing house, so they only release 
limited numbers. Great classics, fiction and non-fiction. This 
is one of my favorite books, period." He picked one up and 
offered it to Ricky. "If you're all right with erotic fiction, that 
is. It's a great story, as well. They always put some painting 
on the front, because they sell it to students for some 
courses, so they have to watch the art." The man rolled his 
eyes dramatically at that. 


Ricky accepted the book, shifting the other book to the 
crook 


of his arm, and flipped it open. "I think I'm majoring in the 
wrong subject," he muttered wryly. "I doubt this is going to 
be a required text for any of my classes." Jack wondered 
what Ricky was reading; he couldn't see from here, but 
Ricky looked engrossed from the start. 

"What's your major?" The shop keeper looked up from 


rearranging some books on a lower shelf. 


"Philosophy." 
"What've you got there?" Jack couldn't help being curious as 
the book continued to hold Ricky's attention. 


"Oh, they re-released Thales again," the shop keeper said, 
as 


though Jack ought to know exactly who that was. "I just 
gave him i to read. Do you have any of his work?" 

"All of it." Jack gave the man a bit of a smile. Internally, he 
felt like he was falling down the stairs. He'd written i half a 
lifetime ago. It had taken him years. The book was as old as 
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Ricky, almost exactly. It was erotica and a cautionary tale: 
an 


arrogant master, responsible for the suicide of his most 
faithful submissive, sentenced to the life of a submissive 
himself and losing himself in it. 

"It's too bad he stopped writing." The shop keeper sighed 
and shook his head. "I'd have loved to hear what he had to 
say about things lately." He patted Ricky on the shoulder. 
"You have fun looking, honey, and ask if you need 


anything." 


"Thanks." Ricky gave the man a smile and then wandered 
over to stand near Jack while he flipped through the book. 
Jack watched Ricky, his outside calm while inside he 
imagined pulling the book out of Ricky's hands, throwing it 
in the trash, and dragging Ricky home. He didn't pay 
attention to those books anymore. That wasn't his life 


anymore. He didn't care when they were released; the 
money 


all went to charity. 

For the first time, he was sorry he'd written them. Ricky 
looked entranced, a little frown on his beautiful face as he 
read. Jack felt sick, on autopilot, horrified. It was like 
watching a train wreck. Maybe Ricky would hate them. 
After a while, Ricky tucked a finger between the pages and 
closed the book, looking down at Jack. "He said all of this is 


what the staff recommends," he said, waving his free hand 
at 


the wall of flagged books. "Is there anything you'd 
recommend?" 
"You might not like the rest of that stuff," Jack said, after a 


moment, keeping his voice mild. He reached out to run his 


hand up the back of Ricky's thigh; nothing sexual, just 


petting, because he needed the contact. "But then again, 
you 


could. The non-fiction stuff is very different." You don't 


want to read those. They were non-fiction because they 
were 
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about Jack's life. His real life. "The other book you've got 
there is a good one. Do you want more fiction to read?" 
"Maybe," Ricky said, thinking about it. "The essays and 
histories and stuff like that would probably be pretty easy to 
get on campus." 

"Well, let's see." Jack put the 'zine down and got to his feet, 
ignoring the grumbling from one of his knees. "Fiction or 
erotic fiction or both?" He gave Ricky a wink, forcing 
himself back into good humor. It was one book. Just one 
book. "Smut's good for growing young men; it's the 
neglected vitamin." 

Ricky rolled his eyes, but he was grinning. "You're such a 
bad influence. How about both? | may as well have 


something to entertain me while you're busy working." 


"I object. | am an excellent influence." Jack held out his hand 
to Ricky, to get Ricky to come over to the shelves. "I like to 
think that | am not so much corrupting you as correcting the 
flaws in your education. It's not like you didn't know a thing 
or two to start with." Jack would rather do the correcting 
with someone else's writing, that was all. He didn't want to 
be responsible for shaping Ricky that way; he was terrified 
he'd get it wrong. 

"You're a very good teacher." Ricky walked over to where 
Jack was standing. 

"Let's get you a few things to read." Jack pulled some books 
out, a handful of light contemporary adventure reading, 
several erotic novels, and a graphic novel. That would keep 
Ricky busy. "Maybe we'll save movie shopping for another 
time. You can always go through my collection. | haven't 
watched them all. | mean to, but | just don't have time or 
energy and | prefer the real thing by far." 
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He bit back saying anything more as Ricky, after a 
moment's 


thought, plucked the rest of Thales' six books from the 
Shelves. It was like being caught naked, or worse, in the 
same moment as Ricky's immediate connection with his 
writing was touching and flattering. 

"| doubt I'm going to be watching anything while I'm at 
home," Ricky pointed out. 

"True." Jack slid an arm around Ricky's waist and steered 


him back toward the rest of the store. "I suppose it makes 
me 


sound suspect to say you can watch them at my house, so 
why don't you just wait until you're back at school, and I'll 
make sure to give you the site of a good reviewer?" The last 
thing he wanted was to put more of his sexuality on Ricky. 
"Sure." Ricky let himself be led, glancing at the clothes and 
jewelry as they passed by. "There's a rental place just off 
Campus that has a lot of stuff, | guess. And there's always 
the internet." 

"Ah, | thought this was the place that carried these..." Jack 
led Ricky over to a rack in the jewelry section where there 


were all kinds of beautiful and odd clips or attachments of 


some kind on chains or leather thongs. "They have the 
nicest 


collection here -- really unique pieces, and functional, too." 


It took Ricky a moment to realize what he was looking at; 
his 


expression as it dawned on him was so sweet, Jack wanted 
to kiss him for it. "Nipple clamps?" Ricky asked, his cheeks 
flushing with heat that was no doubt only partly due to 
embarrassment. God, he was beautiful, standing there with 
his arms full of books and his innocent blue eyes wide. 
Jack made an affirmative noise, and then picked up an 
alligator-style titanium set in a rosy tone. "This is a nice one. 
They have silicone pads you can add on if you prefer." He 
pointed at the little bags with different shapes of pads in 
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them. "You'd almost want them for these. They bite." He 
held the set out for Ricky. He knew how much Ricky loved 
having his nipples played with; maybe this was the right 
kind of toy to start with. "Try it on your little finger to feel 
the pressure." 


Ricky put the stack of books down on the floor and took the 


offered clamps. He swallowed hard and asked, "Like this?" 
as he clipped one end around the tip of his pinkie finger. His 
eyes widened in surprise and Jack could see the arousal 
written in his face. He slipped it back off quickly and let the 
chain coil in his palm. 

"These are lovely." Jack picked up another set. Those really 
did look odd with a strange head on them that seemed to 
defy understanding. "Clover clamps. The Japanese are so 


clever. The more you pull, the more they tighten, until 
they're 


released." They had little round disks, ridged, that looked 
like the clamping surface, and they were black and silver 
with a heavy ball-style chain like one would find on a pull- 
chain for a lamp. "That's a very nice set." Jack held one out 
for Ricky to put his finger in so he could give a tug and 
demonstrate. He wanted so much to see what they would 
look like on Ricky's delicate little pink nipples. 

Taking a slow breath, Ricky held out his hand. He bit his lip 
as Jack closed the clamp over his fingertip. "Don't they... | 


read that it hurts when you take them off?" 


"If they've been on a while, yes. Quite a bit. Remember the 
pain from coming in from the cold when your hands and 
face were frozen, when you were little, and you'd be 
miserable as you warmed up?" Jack tugged on the chain, 
showing how much it could tighten -- dangerously tight. 
Ricky hissed in a breath as the clamp tightened on his 


fingertip. "It's a bit like that pain, only all concentrated in 
two 


little places. Not that it stays there, mind. It feels like it 
spreads." 
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"| remember that from walking to classes this past winter," 
Ricky muttered. 

Jack knew how much they hurt and he wanted, again and 
more than ever, to kiss Ricky right then. The sick feeling 
from watching Ricky pick up those books hadn't faded, but it 
didn't dull how absolutely precious these moments were and 
how utterly tender and unsullied and sweet Ricky was. Jack 
would have died before damaging that, if that would stop 


anything. 


"I think we'll get those." Jack released it with a pop, smiling 
at Ricky. He hung the alligator clamps up and took down 
two pair of little brass tweezers, their tips cushioned with 
black rubber, that had a small ring to slide for tightening. 
Hanging from the end of each set were beads in brass, red 
stones, and black stones. "You'd look pretty in these." Jack 
clipped one to Ricky's finger. They looked harmless, but 


Jack knew the pressure when he slid the ring up was 
intense. 


Jack let go and the beads swung slowly. Ricky would look 

so beautiful wearing them. 

"Going to let me lounge around your house naked, wearing 
them?" Ricky asked quietly, looking at the little beads 
swinging from the tip of his tormented finger. Jack would 
never have asked for it but, dear God, if that was what the 
boy wanted, he could have it. He could have anything. 

Jack tapped the beads. "I'd like that. Until you go back to 
school and have other people to look pretty for." He knew he 
sounded turned on and couldn't hide it. He was too busy 


hiding everything else. 


"In that case, can we get them, too?" Ricky slid the ring 
back 


down and took the little clamp off his finger, putting it back 
in Jack's hand. 
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"Definitely. We can always try more things later." Jack 
reached out and rubbed Ricky's hip, then met Ricky's eyes, 
letting Ricky see how much the idea turned him on. 

Jack could hear Ricky's breath catch. His gaze dropped to 
Jack's mouth and he bit his lower lip. Seeing Ricky want to 
kiss him in return, watching Ricky's breathing hasten with 
whatever thoughts were running through his beautiful, 
golden head, made Jack's heart race with arousal and 
affection. 


Jack once thought that familiarity might leave him bored 
with 


someone so much younger, but time just intensified how 
much happiness Ricky brought just by being himself. Jack 


had never expected to find himself so deeply enchanted, 
nor 


to find that Ricky was so open and intelligent and so 


affectionate in return. 
"Get your books." Jack rubbed his thumb along Ricky's 


lower lip to get him to let it go. "There's other places to 
see." 


Ricky's lips parted, soft and warm against Jack's thumb. He 
scraped his teeth over the pad of Jack's thumb, just a little, 


and then took a deep breath and turned to bend over and 
get 


the stack of books he'd left on the floor. 

Jack's breath caught, very, very quietly, while Ricky 
collected his things and headed for the front of the store. No 
matter what Ricky wore, he had a stunning ass. Jack took a 
moment to watch Ricky walk away, hips swinging, utterly 
unaware, it seemed, of how gorgeous he was. Jack waited 
for a moment, and then followed. 

"Found everything?" The shop keeper caught up with them 
at the counter. "Let me clean and wrap those for you." He 
held out his hand for the clips and Jack passed them over. 
"And you got some books; you'll be busy this summer," he 
said to Ricky. "Perfect for hanging out by the pool." He 
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turned away to sterilize and wrap the jewelry. 

Ricky was usually in the pool, not hanging out by it, but he 
didn't correct the man. "What time was your meeting?" he 
asked Jack, glancing at the clock behind the counter. 

“Four. We have time. There's a few other places we can go." 
Jack had his hands in his pockets so he wouldn't pet his 
lover inadvertently. "Are you tired? Did you want to go geta 
drink or something?" 


"I'm okay." Ricky smiled and shook his head. "I just couldn't 
remember how much time we had." 


"My agent's getting too old for me to stand him up." Jack 
pulled out a credit card and handed it over in exchange for 


the two little boxes with the clamps in them. The shop 
keeper 


started to ring up their purchases while Jack busied himself 
looking at how lovely Ricky was. "Anything else you think 
you need before we go?" 

Ricky laughed. "I'm pretty sure you've taken care of 
everything | need, and then some." 

"Oh, | don't know about that." Jack signed the credit card 


Slip and took the bag offered to him, slipping the little boxes 


into it. "Thanks very much," he said to the shop keeper. 
“Enjoy the books," the man said to Ricky. He had the 
decency not to make any comment about their other 
purchases. 

ek 
It was a hot afternoon, but the stores they went into were 
cool and dark and progressively more hardcore, though no 
less friendly. The last shop had the best selection, the nicest 
accessories, and was the kind of place that Ricky wouldn't 
Slow Bloom - 118 
have entered in a million years until he was walking in the 
door holding Jack's hand. The man sitting behind the 
workbench that served as a counter was a hugely muscled 
biker with big boots, a leather harness, a studded collar, and 
a black kilt in soft fabric. He was mending the steel studs on 
some kind of leather garment and he looked up when Jack 
and Ricky came in together. There was a pause, and then he 
grinned widely. 
His name was Bill, and it was at Bill's place that they did 


most of the shopping. Bill took all of thirty seconds to work 


out that Ricky was, in his words, ‘a tad skittish,’ and he left 
them to themselves, though he did have a chat with Jack 
when Jack went over to ask him some questions. When he 


packed up their purchases, he tossed some extra 'fun stuff 
in 


a bag for Ricky: flavored condoms, several different kinds of 
jerk-off lube in little tubs like lip balm, and pillow packets of 
lube to use with condoms. 

Overall, people were genuinely friendly everywhere and, 
especially the older ones, treated Ricky with an amused 
affection he wasn't used to getting from men. Of course, Bill 
had gotten a good laugh out of Ricky's face when Ricky, 
feeling mouthy after Jack teased him gently about finally 
giving in to the toys they were getting him, said, "Fine, but 
I'm only getting them if you get that." 

He'd been pointing to a set that consisted of a buckling, 


adjustable black leather cock ring and a nice steel chain 
leash 


with a leather handle. Like Jack would ever get that. Without 
missing a beat, Jack had walked over, picked it up, and 


tossed it in the basket with the other things. 


"I'll use mine if you use yours," Jack had said, then kissed 
Ricky on the head. Now, they were all shopped out, packed 
up, and walking back to Jack's truck. 

Jack wasn't really going to use that. Was he? Oh, man. Ricky 
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was embarrassed at his impulsive challenge and how easily 
Jack had met it. He walked with Jack back toward the truck. 
"Should | take this stuff back on the subway with me?" 

"You can take whatever you like back with you," Jack said. 
"Or you can come pick it up from me tonight." It wasn't like 
it was bulky, other than the books. "Should | take my leash 
home with me, or do you want to keep it until you want to 
use it on me?" There was amusement bubbling under the 
surface of Jack's neutral demeanor and he wasn't trying to 
keep it too deep. 

Ricky ducked his head to hide the flush on his cheeks. "You 
know | didn't mean for you to really get that." 


"It'll be a new experience," Jack said lightly. "I've never had 
one used on me before. I've owned them, just not worn 


them. So, there you go. You try something new, I'll try 


something new." 

So Jack had put them on his lovers. That fit surprisingly well 
with Ricky's impression of Jack, though he hadn't realized 
Jack was into things like that. "Fair trade, | guess. | think 
you can keep it, though. So it'll be there if you, um, want to 
wear it." 

“Well, | wouldn't wear it with anyone but you that | can 
think of, not right now, but I'll take it home." Jack put his 
sunglasses back down and settled them in place as they 
approached his truck. "So you know, | have a houseguest 
coming Monday. Her name is Amanda and she'll be about 
for ten days. She comes every other summer, so you might 
have seen her before. It won't affect your work for me, so 
long as she doesn't take it into her mind to put in a herb 


garden or something else | 'need' to make my life 
complete." 


Jack fished in his pocket for his keys as he spoke. 
It wouldn't affect Ricky's work for Jack, but it would affect 
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him coming over to see Jack. Ricky wasn't going to 


complain, though. It would give him time to work up the 


courage to actually use those toys. He nodded and gave 
Jack 


a little smile. "Okay. Let me know if the herb garden thing 
comes up, | guess?" 

"| will, if she doesn't get her shiny red acrylic nails into you 
first." Jack grinned at Ricky, and then reached for the bag 
Ricky was holding to rummage through and pull out his 
leash set. He tucked it in the computer bag he dragged out 


from under the seat, and then threw the whole thing over 
his 


shoulder. Everything else -- books, nipple clamps, and 
prostate toys -- he left in the bag he handed back to Ricky. 
"You take care getting home. Good luck sneaking all that 
past the parents." 

"Thanks," Ricky said dryly, frowning at Jack. Getting a bag 
full of sex toys past his parents was going to be fun and 
exciting. "I'll use the books as a distraction, | think." 
"You're smart. You'll manage. My agent's this way, and | 
should go." Jack pointed away from the street that would 


take Ricky to the subway entrance. "Happy birthday, again." 


He gave Ricky a crooked little smile. 

“Thanks. And thank you for--" Blushing, Ricky hefted the 
bags. "Have a good meeting." 

"My pleasure. And thanks." Jack hitched his bag up on his 
shoulder and headed down the street toward some taller 
buildings and hotels, leaving Ricky on his own. 

Ricky watched Jack walk away, thinking about how he'd just 
spent his afternoon. Crazy. A month ago, if someone had 
asked him how he was going to spend his summer at home, 
going shopping for sex toys with Jack Corson wouldn't have 
been anywhere on the list. Finally, he shook himself and 
headed back to the subway, back home. 
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"He's beautiful." Amanda was looking out the far kitchen 
window while Jack was cooking breakfast. 

"What? Who?" He dodged popping bacon grease as he 
scooped the slices of bacon out onto a paper towel, then 
arranged them on a plate that he slid in the oven to keep 


warm along with an empty plate. 


"Your lawnboy. The little golden one." She sounded almost 
wistful. She turned away from the window and let the 
curtain fall. "So, is he the one?" 

Jack almost spilled bacon grease on himself. "The what?" He 
made his hands behave as he poured the grease into the old 
coffee tin where he kept it until winter, when it went to suet 
for the birds. 


"The one." Amanda's heels clattered on the slate as she 
came 


over to get herself a coffee and to peer at Jack's face. "You 
have a new lover. | can always tell." 
“Paul was here for the anthology." Jack started cracking 


eggs into the pan, not looking at her. When he put the lid 
on, 


he made sure the clang reverberated through the kitchen. 
"Paul's not a new lover. Paul's an old friend and a queen 
who loves your big fists." Amanda smacked Jack in the 
shoulder. "You can't lie to me, Jack Corson. | knew you 

when. You're all soft around the edges and you sleep like the 


dead. You smile and you've lost twenty pounds. You look 


fantastic. You hate going out, you're nowhere near the 
scene, 


you actively avoid being civil to anyone. It means that 
someone must have come to you." 

Jack wasn't listening. If he could have put his fingers in his 
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ears and shouted, "Lalalalala," he would have done it right 
then. Instead, he pulled the biscuits out of the oven and 
started herding them into a linen-lined basket. 

"The only males I've seen around this place are the lovely 
Adonis weeding your rose garden, which is so metaphoric | 


can hardly stand it." Amanda picked up the basket of 
biscuits 


as soon as it was covered and took it to the table. "The 
elderly gentleman whose wife does your housekeeping. And 
the paper boy. The paper boy is seven, and the gentleman is 
twenty years your senior and a devout Catholic, by all 
appearances." She waltzed to the fridge to get out the 
preserves. "I rest my case. Jack Corson has taken a lover." 
"Why are you such a pain in my ass?" Jack got the hot plate 


of bacon out and the empty one and started dividing the 


bacon and eggs between them. 
“Because | love you." Amanda came over to get the salt and 
pepper shakers and she kissed him on the cheek. "And you 


love all the ways I've ever been a pain in your ass. What's 
his 


name?" 
"The kid doing the lawn is Ricky. Go sit down." 
"I'm just getting the juice." Amanda tugged her scarlet robe 


around her -- it matched her feathered mules -- and 
flounced 


to the fridge to get the juice Jack had squeezed that 
morning. 


"Ricky. Oh, that's precious. He's so young, Jack." 

"He's legal," Jack muttered defensively. 

"Of course he is." Amanda put the juice down, and then took 
her seat, frowning at him. "I know you, Jack. I'm surprised 
you haven't had that double-checked and notarized." 

"Who says | didn't have it double-checked?" Jack put her 
plate in front of her. She was, still, driving him around the 
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twist. Becoming a woman hadn't changed a damn thing 


about her, nor had motherhood, nor marriage, nor time, nor 
all Jack's prayers to the Almighty. "Hush and eat your 
breakfast, woman." 

"| was just saying that it explains a lot, that he's so young." 
Amanda ignored him utterly and reached for a biscuit. "I 
didn't think you'd mellow that much for no reason. | was 
afraid you were in love or something. You haven't done that 
in years." 

"And look how well that turned out." Jack got his coffee and 
came back to the table. "No, it's just a summer thing. It's no 
big deal. Now can we stop talking about it?" 

"Nooo," Amanda trilled, slathering her biscuit with 
strawberry jam. "So, did you seduce him with your manly 
wiles?" 

Jack almost coughed his first bite of egg out his nose. "I 
don't have wiles," he sputtered, after a swallow of coffee. 
"And no." 

"He seduced you." She looked smug. "I like him already. 


And not just for that fabulous ass. Good Lord, Jack. Does 


he have any idea how fine that ass is?" She was about to 
take 


a bite of biscuit when she paused. "You do tell him, don't 
you?" 

"Not talking about this." Jack shoved a piece of bacon in his 
mouth. If he drowned her in the hot tub, surely Ricky would 
be his alibi. 

"Jack's got a boyfriend." Amanda's mouth snapped shut at 
the look on Jack's face. Then she giggled. Forty-six was way 
too damn old to be giggling away like that. 

"Done?" Jack cut his eggs up with sharp motions. 
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"One more question." Amanda held up a finger and the sun 
glinted on her crimson nail. 

"Fine." Jack wasn't looking at her. Soon, this would all be 
over. Or else, maybe, he'd drown himself. 

"Is he just Jack's boyfriend?" Amanda's voice got serious 
and she put her chin in her hand, watching Jack closely. "Or 
is he Thales' boyfriend, too?" 


This time, Jack did choke, and grabbed for his juice. "I'm 


never going back." He gave Amanda a hard look. "That's 
done. Anything I do now, it's only me. | don't want that with 
him." Knowing the books were out again was bad enough. 
Ricky having them was worse. The thought of more than 
that made his throat tighten. 

"Just checking." If anyone had any business asking, it was 
her. But even from her it was almost too much. "It wouldn't 
be a bad thing, Jack," she added, her voice going soft. 
"That's not for you to say. Are we done now?" Jack leaned 
back in his chair, feeling his head pound from clenching his 
jaw. 

"Yes, we're done." Amanda reached out and put a biscuit on 
his plate. "These are going cold. Eat up." 

Jack survived breakfast and thought he was safe, but while 
they were doing the dishes, Amanda had to open her mouth 
again. 

"The books are out again." She put away the dish she was 
drying and Jack tried not to break anything in the sink. 

"I know." Jack handed her a clean mug and willed her to 


stop talking about it. 
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"Did Peter tell you?" Peter was Jack's lawyer, and Amanda's 
lawyer for that matter. The circle was so very small. 

"Why should he?" 

"The hospice closed this winter, Jack," she said gently, 
reaching over to stroke his arm with a gentle hand. 

The hospice. It had been Jack's way of assuaging some of 
his helplessness back in the days when their friends were 
dying all around them. He hadn't started it, but it had given 
him something to do with the money from Thales’ books. 
Jack hadn't seen a penny of the proceeds, ever, and he was 
happy with that. 

"I only see him once a year," Jack said, shaking off her 
gentle touch. "He knows better than to call me unless my 
parents are sick. I'll figure out what to do with the money 
later. There are children starving in Africa and all that shit." 
He grabbed the coffee pot to wash it out. 

"Are you okay?" Amanda took a cloth to wipe the table. 
"What the hell do you think?" Jack wasn't going to dignify it 


further. 


"How did you find out?" She shook the cloth out and 
brought it back. 

"They were in the bookstore. Do you ever quit?" 

"You hate bookstores." Amanda rinsed the cloth and hung it 
up. "Did you buy them for him?" 

"If you mean, did | pick them out and buy them, no." Jack 
got the pan and attacked it with a brass scrubber. 
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"Then...?" 

"| took him to buy books and things for his birthday." Jack 
stopped scrubbing and leaned on the edge of the counter, 
feeling the wave of awfulness sweep over him again. "The 
clerk was very helpful." His jaw was so tight he could 

hardly talk. "Suggested them to him. Starting with i." 

"He looks like i," Amanda pointed out, as though Jack hadn't 
known it already. He'd been trying to ignore the way Ricky 
resembled the suicidal, golden slave boy. 

"| don't need you to tell me. | didn't even think of it until | 
saw him with the book," Jack said, voice low, feeling his 


cheeks burn with anger. "I wouldn't do that. | don't even like 


blonds." 

"I know." Amanda petted his back and Jack hated that it 
made him feel better. "I didn't know it bothered you." 

"It does now." Jack left the pan in the sink and, drying his 
hands, walked away to watch Ricky out the window. 

"Sorry." Amanda didn't follow. 

"| never imagined i being so tall, anyway," Jack said. The 
new lawnmower worked like a dream -- solar and electric, 
too. No real noise to disturb him in the mornings when 
Ricky did the lawn. "And he doesn't have the need. You 
know?" 

"I Know." Her voice was soft. 

"| wouldn't let him on my property, much less in my bed, if 
he did." Jack came back to finish the pan, not looking at her. 
"You'd be good for someone like that," Amanda said. 
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"Ever think that maybe they wouldn't be good for me?" Jack 
rinsed grease and black flecks from the pan and put it back 
on the stove to dry. 


"No." When Jack looked over, she was toying with the ties 


of her robe. "That was why you had that affair with Sheba 
Lashe, wasn't it? At the end?" 

"Could be." Jack waited for the sink to drain so he could 
wash it out. 

"Always wondered why you took up with a woman." Her 
expression, when he looked at her again, was wounded. 
"You're assuming she was a woman to me." Jack pulled the 
sink cleaner out from under the sink and the memory of 
Ricky looking for the tools under there was like a ray of light 
in the dark. "I look at people the way they want to be seen. 
Always have." 

"I know. When you took up with Sheba, | wondered. If 
maybe | should have tried harder." Her eyes, lighter green 
than his, were full of tears. 

"No, baby." Jack dried his hands again to cup her cheek and 
kiss her on the mouth. "Can you imagine me trying to raise 
kids?" 

She laughed, managing to smile. "I couldn't have imagined 
you in suburbia, but here you are." 


"It took me ten years after you to get here," he pointed out, 


kissing her forehead this time. "No, you didn't have to try. | 
never wanted you to try. | never wanted anyone to try." He 


picked up the sponge to scrub out the sink. "I always 
wanted 


people to be themselves." 

"Including you?" 
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"In the end?" Jack looked over at her and nodded. 
"Especially me." 
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C hapter Five 

Amanda's visits were always too long and not long enough 
at once: one week, every year. Next year, it would be his 
turn to go see her. Her husband's children, now her children, 
were getting to a tolerable age. Maybe he'd take them to a 
racetrack and introduce them to the bad habits of reckless 
driving, bad eating, and gambling. He and Amanda had 
learned a lot of those things together and they'd turned out 
just fine. He packed her things in the back of his little Jag 


and put the top down for the drive to the airport. 


"| can't believe it's time already." She came down the steps, 
tying a silk scarf over her neatly-coiffed red hair. With her 
sunglasses and her little pink coat, she looked like she was 
walking out of the 50s. 

"Oh, I'm ready to get my house to myself," Jack said dryly. 
Amanda laughed at him. "Shut up, you old bastard. You 

liked sharing a house with me well enough back when | had 
a dick." She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him 
tenderly. Jack couldn't help hugging her back, holding onto 
her. She felt the same as she always had to him, slight and 
vibrating with life. 

"I think you were nicer to me then," he said, kissing her on 
the cheek and hugging her a little longer. They'd survived as 
live-in lovers for years, but now a week together every year 
was enough. Everything changed. Jack dodged the swat with 


her purse, still nimble for his age, and opened the 
passenger 


door for her. 
The sun was setting and the evening was mellow compared 


to the searing heat of the day. Ricky had been at the house 
to 


swim while Jack worked and Amanda sunned by the pool 
and Jack had been tense the whole time. They hadn't said 
much, though, from what he could tell. It was a relief. 
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The drive was easy, with little traffic on the highway and the 
wind roaring too much for them to talk. When Jack got off 
onto the airport road, Amanda reached over and patted his 
arm. He smiled at her, taking in how beautiful she still was. 
They'd aged pretty well, both of them. 

"You haven't said anything about Quentin all week," she 
said quietly, now that he could hear her. 

It was a good thing they were going slowly; it gave Jack 
time to recover before he put them in the ditch. "Quen? Why 
should |?" His heart was beating so hard he could feel it in 
his ears. 

First Thales cropped up, then Quentin. Amyas. Thales’ lover 
that he'd written about in two different books. Amyas, who 
had taken Thales’ other lover Shakir and left him, after his 
affair with Sheba. 


It wasn't as though he'd had to remain faithful to them. He'd 


been the master, they the submissives, of their own volition. 
There'd been others, others they'd watched, others they'd 
given him, and some they'd never known about. They'd left 
him because he'd got down on his knees for someone else. 
"Oh. Jack." Amanda sounded like she had glass in her 
throat. 

"What? He's all right, isn't he?" Jack's hands were cold and 
slick with sweat, his chest was tight. Quentin was eight 
years his junior, too young for anything to touch him. Jack 
had left the city, left everything so that Quentin and 
Anthony, who had once been Shakir, could be happy in his 
absence. He'd exiled himself to kill Thales, but the bastard 
wouldn't die. 


"Jack," Amanda said softly. "Quentin is dead, honey." The 
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car was still moving, the pink-stained clouds were still 
scudding across the periwinkle sky, but, for Jack, the world 
had stopped. "They said you didn't go to the funeral. | just 
assumed you couldn't. | couldn't. No one blames you for it." 


Everything was over. Jack had wanted Thales dead, but 


Amyas was the one who'd died. "What killed him?" Jack 
forced the words out and the world began to move again, 
listing at a terrible angle, dragged down by grief Jack 
couldn't even acknowledge yet. They drove through the 
shadows of a forest and Jack was surprised, when they 
emerged, that the world had not simply grown that dim. 
"Cancer." Amanda reached out to touch him, but faster than 
he'd known he could move, he knocked her hand away. 
"Jack. He was sick for a long time. Everyone thought you 
must have known." 

"I'm fine." He knew he looked it on the outside. He'd been 
pretending for enough years. "They're right. | wouldn't have 
gone," he lied. He might not have killed Thales, but he killed 
enough that no word of it had touched him. 

He would have gone. He would have stood back, tried not to 
be seen, but he would have gone. Amyas had been his -- His 
-- for nearly a decade: submissive in all things, sweetly 
argumentative for Jack's own good, fiercely proud of his 

new name and place, endlessly demanding, and as dark in 


his depressions as his skin was white. 


Jack remembered bringing Anthony home. Amyas had 
named him. Shakir. The two had shared the foot of his bed, 
black and white, yin and yang. In the end, they'd been more 
devoted to each other than to him. He'd been glad they had 
each other. 

"Are you sure?" Amanda's voice broke into his thoughts. 
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"I'm fine." 

Jack saw her as far as the security guards would let him go, 
kissed her painted mouth goodbye, and promised to come 


see her next year. He waited at the gate until he couldn't 
see 


her anymore, and then he got in his car to drive home. 
In the nowhere country, in the falling dark, he lost sight of 
the road, again and again, until he realized that he was 


crying. Quentin was gone and Jack had never had the 
chance 


to say he was sorry. It didn't matter now, who was right. 
Thales was still in the world, still breathing, but without 
Amyas. 


Jack wrenched the wheel and came to a lurching halt on the 


Sharply canted gravel shoulder. He found himself out of the 
car and catching himself with a hand on the hood as his feet 
slid. Momentum took him through the long grass in the ditch 
until he caught himself with one hand on an old fence post, 
clutching it for support as he doubled over and threw up. 
When his stomach was empty, he waded back through the 


grass to the car. He didn't get in, but fumbled in the trunk 
for 


the flask in his toolbox. He sat on the bumper and washed 
out his mouth, then had a long drink. 

"| would have gone," he said to a set of approaching 
headlights. When they passed, he could hardly see, his eyes 
slow to adjust. He was getting old. He had another drink and 
then got to his feet. 

Enough. Jack closed the bottle and put it away, then 
slammed the trunk. There was work to do tonight, to make 
up for time lost to Amanda's visit. Jack got back in the car 
and headed for home, trying to leave the past behind. 


KKK 
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When Ricky finished with the lawn, he put the lawnmower 
away and went looking for Jack. Amanda was gone and, as 
nice as she had been, Ricky was glad, because he hadn't 
gotten to spend time with Jack in a week and a half. He 
found Jack on the back porch and frowned. Jack looked 
positively dire. Ricky was used to seeing Jack in his robe 
and boxer shorts and sunglasses, but this was different. 
Ricky wasn't sure what was wrong, but he wanted to help. 
He stepped up onto the porch and headed over to sit down 
on the swing beside Jack, setting it to rocking gently. 
"Cranky and unshaven looks good on you." 

Jack looked over the edge of the paper at Ricky. "Shouldn't 
you be off sweating and looking pretty somewhere else?" he 
Snapped. "I'm not paying you to sit here." The words were 


there, even the snap, but the lines around Jack's eyes and 
the 


tension of his jaw and shoulders didn't have enough anger 
in 


them for it to be the real thing. 
"Maybe, if | hadn't already done everything you pay me for." 


Ricky folded the paper down so he could see more of Jack's 


face. "If you're trying to get me to leave, you should 
remember that the first time | came on to you, you were 
being a cranky fucker." He smiled and shook his head. "Not 
a turn off." 

"When did you get such a smart fucking mouth on you?" 
Jack folded up the paper with sharp motions and shoved it 
down between the cushion and the arm of the swing where 
he always let the papers build up until someone recycled 
them or they exploded all over him on a random morning 
and gave him something to be angry over. 

"You just haven't been paying attention." Ricky took the 
removal of the newspaper as a sign that he could move 
closer, so he did just that. He wriggled himself up onto his 
knees, facing Jack, and reached out to cup Jack's scruffy 
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cheek. "It can't be a deadline, or you'd be inside writing, 
instead of out here glaring at the newspaper." 

Jack tensed up like he was going to do something angry, 


then he caught himself. He pushed his sunglasses up, 


wincing as the light, even in the shade, pierced his eyes, 
and 


then reached for his coffee. He had a drink and then 
exhaled 


Slowly. "Just feeling... off. One of my exes died a little while 
ago and | didn't even know until Mandy told me. Missed the 
funeral and everything. People just thought someone would 
tell me, weren't surprised | didn't show. | would have, but | 
understand why they thought | wouldn't." 

"I'm sorry." Ricky sat back on his heels, but he didn't take 
his hand away from Jack's face. He felt bad for teasing, now. 
"That's... I'm sorry no one told you sooner." 

"I've been gone from them a while." Jack turned to look at 
Ricky. "My own choice. | cut myself off from them. Just 
didn't know how good a job | did until now." He leaned his 
face into Ricky's touch. "Time flies when you're on your 
own. No one to mark it with." 

Ricky didn't know what to say to that. He couldn't imagine 
how horrible it would be to find out someone he'd cared 
about was dead and no one had thought to tell him. He 


searched Jack's face for a moment, stroking Jack's cheek 


with his thumb, and then leaned in to kiss Jack gently on the 
mouth. For now, at least, Jack wasn't alone. 


Jack's breath caught like he was surprised by the kiss, but 
he 


didn't pull away. Instead, he slid his hand into Ricky's hair to 
hold him close, kissing him back. A little tension went out of 
him as they kissed, like touching Ricky eased things 
somehow. Leaning back, Jack slid his other arm around 
Ricky's waist, bringing him closer. His kisses were soft and 
open, yielding to Ricky's demands. 
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Bracing his hands on Jack's shoulders for a moment, Ricky 
swung one leg over Jack's lap, straddling his lover so he 
could be closer. He slid his hands back up Jack's neck to his 
face and pulled back to say, "Mark a little time with me?" 
Ricky kissed Jack again, quick and soft, then added, "I know 
it's just the summer, but | am here for the summer. With 
you." 

Jack looked at Ricky for a long moment, then he smiled; it 


was melancholy, but it was a smile. He shook his head -- not 


saying no, but more in disbelief of something -- and then 
kissed Ricky back, pulling him close and making it last. 
"Guess we can both take some time off," he said, his lips 
brushing Ricky's. 

Tilting his head, Ricky kissed Jack again, softly. "Good." 
Ricky was so glad Jack hadn't pushed him away. He'd 
known that was a risk when he talked about their 
relationship like that, but the idea of Jack feeling alone had 
hurt too much for him to let it go. Jack didn't have to be 
alone unless he wanted to be. Ricky kissed him again, slow 
and deep. Jack slid big hands up Ricky's back and he made a 
low, contented noise into the kiss. 

"Thank you," Ricky murmured, when there was a brief 
pause in the kissing and licking and touching. Jack kissed 


Ricky like he needed it, then, with a soft, needy little moan 
in 


the back of his throat. The noises Jack made were so good. 
Ricky licked at his tongue, sucked at it, and pushed forward 
to press himself against Jack's body. 


Jack kissed Ricky with absolute abandon, hot and messy and 


passionate, his hands touching everywhere and finally 
Sliding up under Ricky's shorts as much as possible. When 
Jack spoke again, his voice was raw with need. "Come for a 
swim with me," he offered. The cool water on their bare 
bodies would slow things down a little, in a good way. 
"Then bed." 
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"Yeah." Ricky answered before he'd even thought about 
what he was agreeing to. It was broad daylight and his 
swimsuit was back at home. Jack's yard was gated and, 


besides, they'd done nearly the same thing that day in the 
hot 


tub. "Yeah." Ricky kissed Jack again, hard, and then slid 
back off the swing so he could strip off his shorts. He left 
them on the porch and shot Jack a wicked little grin before 
he turned and ran for the pool, diving smoothly into the 
water with hardly a splash. 

The pool was huge, ideal for swimming laps with a long 
narrow body and a couple curving alcoves, one for the 


waterfall and one for the stairs. Ricky hit the end of the pool 


and flipped, heading back toward where Jack was standing 
in the water. He surfaced in front of Jack, pushing his wet 
hair back from his face with both hands. "I'm glad your 
yard's gated." 

"Me, too." Jack reached for him and pulled him close. He 
leaned in, seeking Ricky's mouth for a kiss. Ricky met him 
partway, tilting his head and mouthing at Jack's lips. Kicking 
himself closer, Ricky arched to rub his hard cock against 
Jack while they kissed. 

Ricky rocked against Jack, his dick sliding against Jack's 
belly, his body sliding against Jack's cock. The water made 
him almost weightless; it was easy to move. He groaned 
quietly and kissed Jack harder, hotter. 

"I'm glad you're here," Jack said between kisses. His body 
was moving with Ricky's to give Ricky the friction he 
wanted, his fingertips playing with Ricky's hole. 

Ricky kissed away from Jack's mouth, Jack's unshaven jaw 
rough against his lips. "Me, too." His voice was as rough as 
Jack's scruffy face, edged with want. 
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"You want to come?" Jack's fingers were wet and slick, 
pushing up behind Ricky's balls, his thumb circling Ricky's 
hole, teasing, but never dipping in. 

"I want you to make me come." Ricky had been jerking 
himself off for the past week and a half, trying out some of 
the toys Jack had bought for him, but this was different. 
"Take me to bed?" 

"Yes." Jack carried Ricky up out of the pool and let him get 
his footing at the edge, kissing him while he found his 
balance. Jack’s mouth was so hungry and needy on Ricky's. 
As they moved, Jack nudging and guiding Ricky into the 
house and up to bed, he plucked at Ricky's nipples and 
brushed his fingers over Ricky's cock. Jack’s breath was 
rough, his cock was hard and hot; there was no mistaking 
how much Ricky turned him on. Ricky fell back onto the bed 
and pulled Jack down over him, arching up to push his cock 
against Jack's belly. 

Jack groaned, leaning down over him to kiss him and slide 
against him. "Knees, baby," Jack rumbled. "I missed your 


sweet ass." 


"You've gotta..." Ricky nipped at Jack's lower lip. "Can't roll 
over with you on top of me." Ricky wasn't helping Jack get 


off of him, though; he had his arms wrapped around Jack's 
neck to hold him close. 

"Fine," Jack growled. He fumbled under the pillow as he got 
himself straddling Ricky's thighs, pinning Ricky down. As 

he pulled away, Jack got his hands between their bodies and 
grabbed one of Ricky's nipples tight, pulling it away from 

his body. Suddenly, the base of it was caught in a soft, tight 
clamp. Jack pulled away, got the other nipple, and did the 
same. The whole process had taken seconds and now Jack 
was looking down at Ricky, broad and wet, his cock hard. 
"You want to turn over for me now, baby?" 
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The clamps were black, stark against Ricky's tanned skin. 
The tips were rubber-coated, soft, but they were so tight. 
Ricky's back arched and he moaned, shivering, staring up at 


Jack. "Yeah," he gasped. "Yeah, just..." When Jack lifted up 
off his thighs, Ricky rolled onto his belly. His nipples 


brushed against the sheets and he whimpered, pushing 


himself up on his elbows. 


"Knees." Jack lifted Ricky's hips up all in one smooth 
motion and pushed his thighs apart, spreading him out for 
Jack. "That's better." Jack rubbed his thumbs over Ricky's 
hole and down, purring. 

"Oh, God." Ricky pushed back against Jack's touches, 
dropping his head down to rest his forehead on his hands. 
"Jack..." 


"Yes?" Jack kept petting, his breath becoming ragged. "God, 
you are beautiful." He got down to suck Ricky's balls from 


behind first, making needy noises, then he lapped up from 
them and started kissing, hot tongue kisses. 

Ricky moaned. What Jack was doing was nothing less than 
worship. He licked and stroked, the way he had in the hot 
tub, shameless about burying his face between Ricky's 


asscheeks and loving every second of it. His stubbled 
cheeks 


made Ricky's skin even more tender and sensitive to the hot 
lapping of his tongue. He stroked Ricky's cock from 
underneath as well, not jerking Ricky off but caressing it 
with slow passes of his fingers. 


The more Jack licked him, the more shameless and pleading 


Ricky's moans got. He was panting, gasping Jack's name 
and, "Please, please, please..." 

Jack pulled back to kiss Ricky's tailbone with hot, open 
kisses, murmuring, "Please what?" 
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"Please." Heat spread from Ricky's nipples, a deep and 
aching sort of pleasure. His cock was aching, too, full and 
heavy with need. "Jack, please. More. | want. You said..." 
"Please, what, baby?" 

"Your tongue. | want you to fuck me with your tongue." 
That's what Jack had said, that day in the store and the idea 
had been turning Ricky on ever since. It was Jack. Nothing 
Jack had wanted to do to him had ever felt bad. 

Moaning, Jack spread Ricky open wide, thumbs rubbing at 
Ricky’s hole, and washed his tongue down to meet them. He 
lapped and teased the rim a little longer, then slid the tip of 
his tongue in, probing gently. In moments, he was slicking 
his tongue in and out, thumbs rubbing up behind Ricky's 
balls, rolling on either side of his prostate. It was soft and 


wet and it didn't hurt at all. Ricky couldn't stop moaning, 


writhing and tipping his hips to offer himself up to Jack's 
mouth. 

"Oh, oh fuck. Jack..." Ricky's moans were interspersed with 
words and phrases, pleas and gasps about how good it felt. 
His cock was leaking pre-come onto the sheets, but he 
wasn't even thinking enough to be aware of how close he 
was to coming. 


Jack purred and nuzzled as close as he could get, pushing 
his 


tongue in over and over. Everything was wet and slick. 
Sometimes, he licked away to lap at Ricky's tight, full balls, 
but then he returned and plunged his tongue back in deep, 
moaning. Jack’s hands wandered everywhere, kneading 
Ricky's asscheeks as Jack lapped at his hole, fondling 
Ricky's balls, and finally coming back to massage Ricky's 
prostate and hold him open when Jack gave up putting his 
tongue anywhere else and devoted himself completely to 
tongue-fucking. 
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Ricky's orgasm came on like a massive, crashing wave, 


tearing through him and leaving him shaking, crying out 
Jack's name. Jack held his hips tight and kept tonguing 
Ricky until he started to come down. Jack moved, keeping a 
hand on him, to lie on the bed beside him, rubbing Ricky's 
back in slow circles. Ricky managed to crawl over, slinging 
one leg over Jack's hips and collapsing on his chest. He was 
still hard, like his body hadn't quite realized he'd already 
come. He tucked his face into the curve of Jack's throat and 
just lay there for a moment, catching his breath. 

Slowly, he started nuzzling and kissing his way up Jack's 
jaw to his mouth. "Can | kiss you?" he asked, hesitating with 
his mouth just over Jack's. "After that, | mean." He spoke 
Slowly, lazily, still feeling drugged with pleasure. 

"Yes. If you want to." Jack pressed a kiss to Ricky's mouth. 
"Thank you," he murmured against Ricky's lips. He wrapped 
his arms around Ricky and held onto him loosely, letting 
Ricky move, but not letting him go. 

"| don't know why you’re thanking me," Ricky answered, 


Shaking his head. "God, Jack..." He didn't have the words 


for what he wanted to say. Instead, he angled his mouth 
over 


Jack's, licking past Jack's lips to kiss him, hot and slow and 
deep. 

Jack kissed him back, all tenderness, his hands gentle on 
Ricky's bare skin as he petted. "For trusting me," Jack said, 
when he had a moment to breathe. 

Ricky sat back a little, rubbing his thumb over Jack's lips. 
"You're very good to me. And you listen. You don't ask me 
for anything I'm not offering." Ricky smiled. "You make it 
easy to trust you." 

Jack kissed his thumb. "I've worked hard to be someone 
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people trust, believe it or not. | never want to betray that. 
Never deliberately and never at all if | can help it." 

Jack petted Ricky's chest and tapped at one very pink nipple 


still caught in the gentle trap of the clamp. Ricky groaned 
and 


then bit his lip, looking down at Jack with wide eyes. "I like 
the ones you got for me." He'd played with them a lot, 


clipping them on and feeling the burn of sensation while he 


jerked off, thinking of Jack. 


"Good." Jack leaned in and kissed that nipple delicately. "I'm 
glad you're having fun with them. Do you want these off? | 


was just trying to get your attention." Jack flicked his tongue 
against the nipple. 

"You've got it." Ricky hissed in a breath. Jack's mouth and 
tongue felt even more intense with the clamps on. "You 
can... if you want them off." 

Jack slid one off, covering that nipple with his mouth and 
sucking it to pull blood back into it and make it sting. 

"God, Jack..." Ricky arched into it, feeling the tiny sparks of 
pain flare with every pull from Jack's mouth. Jack sucked 


and licked at that nipple longer, tending to it gently. Then, 
he 


moved and nudged Ricky lightly so he could get at the other 
side, doing the same to the other nipple with little sounds of 
pleasure. 

Ricky remembered taking the clamps off himself. It hadn't 


felt anything like this. The wet heat of Jack's mouth, the 
need 


that built up in Ricky's belly all over again, none of that had 


come from taking the clamps off by himself. It was all Jack. 
Knowing it and trusting Jack made the next decision so easy. 
He pulled back and wriggled down so he could kiss Jack on 
the mouth. "Fuck me," he whispered, his lips sliding against 
Jack's as he spoke. "Please." 
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Jack cupped Ricky’s face in his hand and pulled back to look 
at him. "If that's what you want," he said, his voice rough 
and unsteady. "Yes. Of course. | promise to take care of 
you." 

"It is." Ricky turned his head to kiss the palm of Jack's hand, 
and then met Jack's eyes again. "I trust you." He wasn't 
nervous, not the way he'd thought he would be if he ever 
tried again. He knew he was making the right decision. 

Jack moved the clamps out of the way so he could take 
Ricky in his arms, rolling him over and kissing him fiercely 
but slowly. He pulled back after a moment to speak again, 
"We can stop any time. | promise you that. All you have to 
do is say it. Promise you'll tell me if it hurts, even a little." 


Jack stroked Ricky's damp hair back. "I don't want you to 


feel anything but good. | just need you to promise to tell me 
the second it doesn't feel right." He was so very serious 
about it. 

"I'll tell you," Ricky said, sliding his hands over Jack's 
stubble-rough cheeks. "I promise." He knew Jack would 
listen. God, that alone was like magic; he could do almost 
anything, knowing that. 

"Good." Jack kissed him on the nose. "Let me get a few 
things out." Jack reached over and patted the pillows at the 


head of the bed. "Come on, baby, let's get out of the wet 
spot 


before we make another one." 

When Jack moved, Ricky shifted over to lean against the 
pillows, one hand running idly over the length of his hard 
cock. He watched Jack, taking in the solid lines and curves 
of Jack's body, the easy way Jack moved, the thick length of 
Jack's cock. Jack was gorgeous. Not just his body. The way 
he moved, the way he acted, the way he treated Ricky were 
all intensely affecting. At times like this, when it all hit him, 
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Ricky could hardly breathe for wanting Jack so much. 

Jack rolled back over to offer Ricky kisses. "You okay with 
doing it on your knees?" he asked, one hand stroking down 
between Ricky's thighs, gently. "I'll get you ready like this, 
and then you can turn over." 

Ricky stopped stroking himself so he could pet Jack's rough 
cheeks as they kissed, soothing himself with the contact. 
"Yeah. Yeah, I'm okay with that." Kissing Jack first would 


make it easier; Jack's kisses were reassurance and pleasure 
at 


once. 
Jack kissed Ricky slow and hot while he got his fingers 

Slick, then he dipped them down between Ricky's asscheeks 
to start petting and getting everything slick. A tiny spike of 


nervousness hit, but it faded as the tip of Jack's finger 
circled 


and teased at Ricky's hole, but didn't slip in. Ricky relaxed 


into the kisses, and focused on how good those little 
touches 


felt. 


"It's okay, baby," Jack purred. "We're gonna play until you 
can't wait anymore." He kissed Ricky once more, and then 


moved down to bite and suck his nipples, fingers still 
moving on the outside. Jack was patient and efficient, 
sucking and biting Ricky's nipples until they were puffy and 
dark. Jack knew his body so well; Jack left him purring with 
pleasure and completely relaxed. 

Jack kissed down to swallow Ricky's cock to the root, 
Slipping his smallest finger into Ricky at the same time, 
stroking it in and out as he went down on Ricky with intense 


enthusiasm. Ricky moaned sharply, lost in pleasure, and 
then 


he realized that he was rocking his hips into the push of 
Jack's finger inside him, writhing, trying to get more. Jack 
made it feel so good to have something inside him. 

Jack kept moving, stroking into him. He pulled back to tease 
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the head of Ricky's cock, a flood of intense sensation, then 
he slipped something cool and slick and thinner than his 
smaller finger into Ricky's hole. It was only there a moment, 


and then it was gone. Everything was slicker; there must 


have been lube on it or in it. Jack's little finger nudged back 
in and Jack took Ricky's cock back in to the base, moaning. 
It wasn’t long before Ricky was making soft, pleading 
noises, begging Jack for more. 

Jack traded in his little finger for his middle one, thick and 
long enough to hit Ricky's prostate as he pushed in. Ricky 
arched and whined, reaching for Jack as Jack slid back up 
beside him and gave him kisses all over again. Every thrust 
left Ricky panting and craving the next. 

Slowly, Jack worked another finger into him, leaning over 
him and kissing him hungrily. Jack knew exactly what he 
was doing. He crooked his fingers inside and made Ricky 
shudder; the way he rolled his wrist left Ricky feeling 
stretched wide open and filled up with pleasure. He wanted 
more, more thickness and length, more of everything. Ricky 
couldn't help his needy whimpers as he writhed, clutching 
Jack's shoulders to anchor himself. 

"Please. Jack, please." 

Jack let him have a third finger, working it in with little 


thrusts and twists to let Ricky feel every little bit of new 


thickness that was filling him up. "There, there," Jack 
purred. His fingers slowly sank in to the knuckles and curled 
up as he pulled his hand back, sliding over Ricky's prostate 
and opening him up wider at the same time. "Better, 
sweetheart?" 

"Jack..." Ricky shuddered with pleasure, arching into it. He 
kissed Jack on the mouth, hard and wet and messy, careless 
of the way he was biting at Jack's lips. "Fuck me," he 
muttered against Jack's mouth, between kisses and bites. 
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"Fuck me. | want to feel it. | want... Jack. | want you. 
Please." 

"You can have anything you need," Jack soothed. 

When Jack pulled his fingers out, Ricky rolled over on his 
knees, ass in the air and legs spread, shoving the pillows 
aside so he could brace himself on one arm. "Jack..." He 
grabbed his dick, stroking slick pre-come down the shaft, 
jerking off to keep from begging for Jack's dick, now. 

Jack leaned over Ricky and kissed his cheek, braced on one 


hand while his fingers, two and then three, slid back into 


Ricky's body. It wasn't enough, it was almost a tease, and 
Ricky was about to get frantic when Jack slid his fingers out 
and pressed his cock into their place. He didn't push in, just 
nudged the head into place and leaned in slow, letting 
Ricky's body take him in. 

"I want you so much, Ricky," he whispered in Ricky's ear, 
his voice raw with want. "I want to make you feel good." 
"You do." Ricky stopped jerking off, just braced himself on 
both arms and let his body open up. Jack's cock felt huge, 
but it was just sliding right in, slow and slick and easy, like it 
belonged inside him. "God, Jack, you do." 

Jack wrapped his arm around Ricky's chest and pulled him 
close, letting his bigger body cover Ricky's. He kissed Ricky 
on the cheek and let Ricky get used to having him deep in 
Ricky's body. "You okay?" he murmured. 

Ricky nodded, feeling breathless. It was like the pressure of 
Jack's cock inside him had pushed all the air out of his body 
and he had to gasp for breath. He rolled his hips, 
experimenting with the motion, and surprised himself with a 


low, harsh moan. 
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Jack's rumble was half-laughter, half-need. "Yeah," he said 
softly. He moved, just enough for Ricky to feel him, and he 
plucked lightly at one of Ricky's tender nipples. 

Being filled up like that was intense, amazing, but Ricky 
could feel the need scratching under his skin. He wanted 
more. The touch to his nipple made him keen and he pushed 
back against Jack's cock, his hands fisting in the sheets. 
"Move. God, please, | need..." 

Jack gave him just that, starting to fuck him with incredibly 
long, slow strokes that took him back until only the head of 
his cock was still inside, and then he would push back in 
slow, rolling his hips to let Ricky feel every bit of him and 
angling to glide over Ricky's prostate. Here and there, he 
would tug and twist one of Ricky's nipples, a counterpoint to 
his slow, deep fuck. 


Every thrust gave Ricky a new reason to moan, to writhe 
and 


push himself back onto Jack's dick. Being fucked hadn't felt 


anything like this, last time. The first time. That time didn't 


fucking count now that Ricky knew about this. 

There hadn't been enough lube, enough fingers, or enough 
time. It had been over too fast, and none of the thrusts had 
Slid over that spot inside him like Jack's cock was doing 
now, making everything feel fantastic. Ricky couldn't hold 


back his breathless little whispers, talking about how hot 
and 


sexy and amazing Jack was, how good Jack's cock felt 
inside him, how he wanted more and more and for it to not 
stop, ever, because it was all too good. 

Jack rewarded him with hot kisses and bites on his 
shoulders and soft nuzzles up the nape of his neck. And, 
better, little whispers in return about how Jack didn't want to 
stop, how beautiful Ricky was, how lucky Jack was to get to 
be his lover, and how it was good for him, too, because 
Ricky was so hot and so tight it made Jack crazy. 
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Jack moved faster, after what felt like an eternity. 
Straightening up, he got both hands on Ricky's nipples, 


teasing and tugging. Moving faster just made it better, 
made 


the sensations overlap and build up even more. Before long, 
Ricky was crying out, arching into the pull of Jack's fingers 


on his nipples and the deep thrusts of Jack's cock inside 
him. 


"Like that, baby," Jack rumbled. "It's supposed to be just like 
that." Jack kissed the back of Ricky's neck and murmured, 


"Here, baby," as he wrapped his slick hand around Ricky's 
cock. Rolling his hips and pushing in at just the right angle, 
he fucked Ricky with shorter, faster strokes, in time with his 
hand moving snugly around Ricky's cock while he braced 
himself on the other hand 

"Oh, God," Ricky gasped, just before he started to fall apart. 
There was just too much: too much sensation, too much 
pleasure, too much need. He didn't just rock back into Jack's 


thrusts, he shoved himself back, begging for it, as he 
started 


to come. His cries got louder and more desperate, until he 
was nearly screaming Jack's name over and over again. 
Jack pressed his lips against the back of Ricky's neck, 
murmuring his name. He shuddered and pushed in deep, 


burying himself in Ricky's bucking body over and over 


again as Ricky came. 

When it was over, the room felt so still and silent. "You 
were right," Ricky gasped unsteadily, his whole body still 
Shivering with pleasure, as he rested there on his hands and 
knees with his head hanging down between his shoulders. 
"That day, in the store. Everything you said." 

Jack kissed Ricky's shoulder and then rubbed his rough 
cheek on it gently. "I wouldn't have lied to you about 
something that important." He snuggled Ricky against his 
chest, just resting with him, in him, and supporting his 
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weight as much as Ricky needed. "Glad | got to prove it to 
you." 

"It-- | wouldn't--" Ricky took a slow breath to gather his 
thoughts. "I don't think | would've asked anyone else." 
"I'm honored," Jack said simply. He kissed Ricky on the 
nape of his damp neck. "Hold on, sweetheart." Jack pulled 
out and slipped the condom off, folding it into a 
handkerchief, then flopped on his back next to Ricky. He 


held his arms out so that Ricky could curl up in them and 


Jack could cuddle him up. 

Ricky tucked his head down on Jack's chest and sighed, soft 
and content. "When you said you were ‘good at it' that day, | 
didn't realize you meant mind-blowing orgasms every time 
you touch me." 

"| can't promise every time, but | do try to make them all 
good ones. Nothing half-hearted." Jack turned onto his side 
enough to hold Ricky and pet his back. "I knew we'd have a 
good time together." 

"You're obviously a very smart man." Ricky closed his eyes, 
nuzzling against the soft hair on Jack's chest. He felt so 
good, like a cat basking in the sunlight. 

"Maybe | just learn from my mistakes is all, and | had lots of 
time to make them." Jack kissed Ricky's hair, then managed 
to fumble a clean blanket from the mess rucked up beside 
him. He tugged it over them both, tucking them in. "We can 
clean up in the hot tub later," he said gently. "I've got not a 
damn thing else to do with my day than this." 


Ricky made a soft, pleased sound and wriggled up close to 


Jack. "Good," he murmured. "I think you deserve a nap." He 
thought he deserved a nap, too, and he yawned quietly. 
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hk 

The summer just got better from there. Jack couldn't 
remember when he'd been so relaxed in spite of his heavy 
workload. One morning -- maybe it was a Wednesday; all 
the days had blurred together in sunshine and writing and 
lazing and sex -- Jack had overslept and he didn't care. He 


pissed, brushed the fur off of his teeth, got clean and 
shaven, 


and went sauntering down the stairs wearing nothing but 
his 


old bathrobe. He was feeling in his pocket for his pipe as he 
headed for the front door to get the paper when he sighted 
something on the living room floor. 

Someone, apparently, had left him a present. 

Ricky was stretched out on the rug in front of the fireplace, 

reading one of the adventure novels Jack had picked out for 
him during their shopping excursion. On his belly, propped 


up on his elbows, he would've looked like he was ready to 


study or watch television, except that he was naked and a 


shiny, stainless steel plug was nestled between the cheeks 
of 


his ass. It had gold trim, bright against his tanned skin, and 
the little ring on top had a deep red bow tied to it. The 
display was apparently deliberate, because the tails of the 
ribbon were spread neatly over the cheeks of Ricky's ass, 
framing the plug and his ass like a delectable dessert. 
Ricky shifted as he turned a page, making the plug and 
ribbon wiggle delightfully. 

Jack stopped in the living room doorway, wondering if it 
was possible to actually melt over something. He wasn't a 
man given to such things, but he was considering it now. 
God, but that was not only the prettiest sight, but Jack was 
not so thick that he couldn't read exactly what the message 
was on his present. 

"All for me? You shouldn't have." He leaned in the 
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doorway, trying not to grin like a fool, and failing like hell. 


Ricky tucked a bookmark between the pages and put his 


book down on the floor in front of him. Looking at Jack 

over his shoulder, he smiled and wriggled more to make the 
plug wag back and forth. 

"Can't say I'm not much obliged." God, Jack's dick was 
surely obliged, swelling at the sight of all that golden beauty 
laid out just for him. Just for him. For fun. 

That was it. For a man like Jack, who'd been through every 
scene and song and dance of people playing at submissives 
and dominance, there was nothing sweeter on earth than 
pure, unsolicited submission. Jack didn't want a 'sub.' Not 
anymore. He wanted this. Unjaded, precious, not-at-all 
innocent offerings from someone who had a choice, and had 
nothing to pretend at all. 

Jack crossed the soft carpet and crouched down to rub his 
hand over the small of Ricky's back. "If my present was so 
inclined, I'd be happy to carry it upstairs and unwrap it. Real 
slow," he offered. 

Ricky rolled over and knotted his hands together behind 


Jack's neck, showing off the beaded nipple clamps Jack had 


bought for him. "All yours," he said, still smiling. "To do with 
as you please." 


Jack got an arm around Ricky's back and one under his 
knees. It was a good thing he was still fit from hunting and 
chopping wood and the rest, because even at his age, Jack 
managed to pick his lover up clear and easy. He snuggled 
Ricky to his chest and kissed Ricky as he headed for the 
front stairs. 
"| promise to be very careful with my present," he said 
quietly. He was smiling, but there were levels of seriousness 
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the nicest thing anyone's given me in years." 

eK 
Jack hated doing interviews on the best of days; when they 
interrupted his perfect summer, he hated them more. He 
came back from the city and a talk show in a dire mood, 
Sweating in spite of being inappropriately dressed in an old 


T-shirt and ratty shorts. He blamed the rubber boots for 
that. 


It couldn't be the fault of his favorite ancient fishing hat with 


the burn holes from setting off fireworks. Interviews weren't 
worth dressing well for. 

Jack poured himself a glass of scotch, drank it, and then 
poured another. Maybe he'd go sit in the hot tub -- so many 
good memories in the hot tub -- and relive a few of them by 
himself. Just him and his hand and his dick. That would get 
the tension out. 

As he stepped out onto the patio, there was a noise he knew 
well: Ricky doing a flip-turn at the end of the pool. Jack's 
mood improved exponentially. Before he knew it, he was 
naked, scotch abandoned, and heading for the end of the 
pool Ricky was aimed at. 

Jack slipped in as Ricky swished past, and caught up to him 
with a few strong strokes. One fast move and Ricky's little 
red Speedo was in Jack's hands. 

Ricky surfaced with a sputter and a yelp, whirling on Jack. 
Laughing, Jack kicked away, headed for water where he 
could stand. He was big and strong and had a head start so 
he managed to get that far before Ricky caught up to him. 


Jack pitched the swimsuit out of the pool; it ended up 


somewhere on the lawn. Ricky wasn't getting away now. 
"Thief," Ricky accused as he surfaced again. He grabbed at 
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Jack's shorts, but his hand slid over bare skin. He grabbed 
Jack's ass, instead, pulling himself in so he could wrap his 
legs around Jack's waist. "Thief," he said again, frowning 
direly, but there was laughter in his eyes and in his voice. 
"Hey, didn't you give me this at some point?" Jack groped 
Ricky's ass as he pulled his lover close. He couldn't help 
laughing at Ricky pretending to be fierce. "If this is my 
territory, doesn't that mean that anything on it is mine?" His 


argument was somewhat diminished by the kisses he 
needed 


to lavish on Ricky's neck. "So, | didn't really steal anything. | 
just redecorated." 

“"Redecorating, huh?" Ricky tilted his head to let Jack at his 
neck. "So you got rid of the suit on my ass. You planning to 
put anything else in its place?" 

"My hands not good enough for you?" Jack leaned up and 


nibbled under Ricky's jaw. He backed up until he was 


leaning on the side of the pool, half-floating, with Ricky 
wrapped around him. "Because they're good enough for me. 
My hands and | were going to go spend some time in the hot 
tub," he rumbled. "So, if I'm not going to follow through, the 
least | can let them do is embellish your sweet little ass." 
"Your hands are very, very good," Ricky agreed. He held 


onto the edge of the pool, so they wouldn't bobble away, 
and 


dipped his head to kiss Jack on the mouth. "I like your 
hands. A lot." 

"So how about my hands play with you and your hands play 
with me, and we make some new things for me to think 
about next time me and my hands are all alone out here?" 
Jack's grin was lascivious as he squeezed Ricky's ass. 

Ricky laughed and wiggled his ass in Jack's hands. He slid 
one of his own hands down Jack's chest to play with one of 
Jack's nipples. Jack loved it when Ricky explored and played 
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with his body. "That sounds like the best thing I've heard all 


day. Why don't we go over by the waterfall, so neither of us 


drown while our hands are busy playing?" 
"Anything you want." Jack kissed him on the mouth. "I 


think it's time | toured my territory again." He smiled 
against 


Ricky's lips. "A long, slow tour." 

EK 
It was well after dark when Ricky slipped in the back door 
of Jack's house. He'd seen Jack's light on from his own 
bedroom window and he just hadn't been able to resist 


coming for a visit. He'd told his parents the truth, that he 
was 


going to see a friend, but he hadn't specified which one. He 
and Jack were friends now, he knew, even if they hadn't 
been at the start of the summer. 

He padded up the stairs and stood in the doorway for a long 
moment, just watching Jack. Jack was sprawled in front of 
his desk in boxer shorts so old Ricky could see Jack's skin 
through them, in places, and that bathrobe he always wore. 
Ricky had worn its match so often, by now, that Jack just 
called it 'your robe' when he was telling Ricky to go get it. 


Jack looked tired, like he'd been working at whatever he was 


writing all day and wasn't getting anywhere. Ricky smiled 
and knocked on the doorframe. "I know I'm interrupting," he 
said, before Jack could even turn around. "But it's 
important." 

Jack leaned back in his chair and sighed heavily, rubbing at 
his face. There were only a half-dozen empty beer bottles on 


the desk, which meant he hadn't gotten up any time 
recently 


to get more. "Don't tell me the raccoons are in the garage 
again," he said flatly. "Or, if they are, get my keys, get my 
gun, and shoot 'em yourself. This article had the deadline 
moved up." He sat up straight and his back popped audibly, 
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and then he sagged back in his chair again. 


Well, that explained why Jack seemed so tired and 
frustrated. 


Ricky padded in and dropped down to his knees in front of 
Jack's chair. He didn't wait for questions, permission, or 
refusal; he just leaned in to nuzzle and mouth at Jack's balls 
through the soft fabric of his boxers. He tilted his head just 


enough that he could see Jack's face as he murmured, very 


seriously, "You are in dire need of a blowjob." 

Jack looked down at Ricky, his face and chest lit up by the 
glow of his computer screen. "You sensed that from all the 
way over at your house, with your amazing Barely Legal 
Boy powers?" He gave Ricky an arch look, but there was a 
little smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. 

"Hey, I'm a whole year past 'barely legal' now," Ricky 
pointed out. He still hadn't pulled back from where his face 
was pressed right up between Jack's legs. "And yes, as a 
matter of fact, | did. A little voice whispered in my ear, 
telling me all about the big, fat, incredibly hot cock that was 
waiting over here for me to... how did you put it? Worship 
your cock with my sweet mouth like I live to get my mouth 
full of your come." 

"You've got a fucking smart mouth on you," Jack grumbled. 
It was hard to take him seriously about it these days, unless 


he really meant it, and then Ricky couldn't miss it. The rest 
of 


the time, it was just Jack. "Why don't you put it to better use 


than sassing me, since you're down there?" Jack shifted in 


the chair, setting his feet further apart. His cock was already 
heavy and full, starting to tug at the fabric of his boxers. 
"Oh, well, as long as I'm down here..." Ricky ducked his 
head over Jack's lap and started to give wet, sucking kisses 
to Jack's cock and balls through his thin boxer shorts. He 
didn't use his hands. He didn't need to. 
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Jack's sigh went right through him, like it came out of his 
bones. He slid a hand into Ricky's hair and stroked him 
gently. "I like your superpowers," he said, his voice rough 
with sleeplessness and want. His cock was hard, straining at 


the thin, wet fabric over it, and his taste was starting to 
seep 


through to Ricky's tongue. "And the way you use them for 
the forces of good. Keeping me from throwing another 
computer out the window." 

"That was definitely my goal." Ricky got the flap of Jack's 
boxers between his teeth and pulled it aside, freeing Jack's 
cock. That's not what he went after, though. He pushed 


further down, sucking at the base of Jack's cock and licking 


at his balls. It had been too long since they were together. 
Days. 

"Fuck." Jack's cock slid free to stand, hard and tight, in the 
glow of the screen. His balls were heavy and hot against 
Ricky's tongue and Jack moaned, hands tight on the arms of 
his chair as his head fell back. His hips came up, trying to 
get more of his balls into Ricky's mouth. He was shameless 
when he needed it. Ricky hadn't been wrong. 

Opening his mouth wide, Ricky sucked Jack's balls into his 
mouth, toying with them with his tongue. He hadn't done 
this before, not like this, but he could feel Jack arching up 
for it, and he wanted to give Jack what he needed. He 
moaned around the soft, tender skin in his mouth, echoing 
Jack. 

The noises Jack was making were feral, almost angry. 
Finally, he pulled his balls out of Ricky's mouth, pushing his 
chair back and settling down into it. He didn't say anything, 
he just watched Ricky a moment, breathing raggedly, as he 
wrapped a hand around the base of his cock. Clear beads 


welled up at the head and overflowed when his hand 


tightened. Jack was still wordless, tilting his hand to force 
his cock down, the head pointed at Ricky's mouth. 
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Yeah, yeah, Ricky wanted that, too. He moaned, leaning in 
to suck Jack's cock into his mouth. He didn't use his hands 
for that, either, not for holding Jack's hips or for stroking 
Jack's cock. He pushed his mouth down on Jack's cock, 
taking it as deep as he could and then still deeper. 

"That's good." Jack stroked Ricky's cheek, and then got hold 
of the arms of his chair again. "Oh, fuck." He gave himself 
up to Ricky's mouth, making incoherent noises of pleasure. 
It wasn't long before he was gasping Ricky's name and 
Shaking and flooding Ricky's mouth with come. 

Ricky swallowed over and over again, moaning at the taste. 
He pulled back slowly and licked Jack clean, dragging his 
tongue over Jack's cock and balls all over again. That had 
been perfect, exactly what he'd wanted. 

Jack reached for Ricky when he was done. "We talked about 
you interrupting me before, | thought." His voice was low, 


but his expression was so soft and wanting. 


"We did." Ricky shook his curls back and offered Jack a 
wicked little grin as he got to his feet. "Going to spank me 
for breaking the rules?" 

"And then some." Jack reached out to undo Ricky's jeans. 
"You sure blowing me was worth it?" He yanked Ricky's 
jeans and briefs down around his thighs. "Over my knee, 
boy." Jack watched him with hot eyes, sucking on his 
middle finger to wet it. "Seems I'm not getting any work 
done tonight." 

"Yeah." Ricky stretched himself out over Jack's lap, feet 
planted on one side, hands on the other, bare ass in the air. 
"Definitely worth it." 
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C hapter Six 

Ricky was finishing his summer the way he’d started it: 
mowing Jack Corson's lawn. This time, at least, the 
lawnmower was working. The first time, the lawnmower 
had broken, and Ricky had ended up blowing Jack on the 


kitchen floor. So far, this last time hadn’t turned out that 
way 


at all. 

Mid-afternoon on his last day here and Jack hadn't said 
much of anything about Ricky leaving. Ricky was trying not 
to be miserable about the whole thing. He'd known it was 
just for the summer, but that wasn't making the idea of 
leaving Jack any easier to swallow. 

He finished up and ran the lawnmower back to the garage, 
parking it against the wall next to the rack of lawn and pool 
equipment. He'd be fine. It had only been for the summer. 
"You all packed?" The breeze brought Jack's pipe smoke 
into the garage. The man himself was leaning in the 
doorway, watching Ricky put the lawnmower away. 

Ricky turned around and looked Jack over, wishing he had 
more time. Jack looked like he always did, big and tanned 
and silvery. He was wearing old cargo shorts that might 
have been the same ones he’d worn when Ricky seduced 
him the first time. 


"Yeah," Ricky said. "It's all boxed up and ready to go." But he 
wasn't ready to go, not really. 


“Busy tonight?" Jack's expression was neutral. 


Ricky shook his head, meeting Jack's eyes. "No. No plans." 
Walking closer, he asked, "How about you? Are you busy 
tonight?" 
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"Not doing anything. Flying out for a convention tomorrow 
morning, but I'm free until then." Jack drew on his pipe, and 
then exhaled smoke like a dragon. 

"| could help you fill some of that time," Ricky offered, 
grinning as he stopped right in front of Jack. "If you 
wanted." 

"All night?" Jack took his pipe out of his mouth and reached 
for Ricky with the other hand, pulling him in closer so that 
Ricky's bare chest was pressed against his. His expression 
was stern and serious, but there was a familiar softness 
around his eyes. 

Ricky smiled slowly. "Yeah. All night. | can do that." He 


reached up, running his hands up the back of Jack's neck 
and 


drawing Jack down for a kiss. 


Jack wrapped him up in a hug and was kissing him back 


fiercely when -- far too close -- there was the purr of a car 


engine pulling up. Thankfully, it stopped at the house 
instead 


of pulling back to the garage. Jack pulled away and nudged 
Ricky back into the garage. 

"Stay." 

A car door slammed. "Ricky?" It was his father. Oh, God. 
Footsteps sounded on the porch steps. Had his daddy seen 
them? 


Ricky leaned back against the wall, trying to catch his 
breath. 


Please let Daddy not have seen them. Ricky didn't want to 
explain, not now. 

"It's okay, baby." Jack put his pipe back in his mouth and 
headed for the kitchen door at the side of the house. Sure, 
there were trees. And a hedge. But you could see from the 
driveway to the garage, even from the house. It was a 
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straight driveway. Jack disappeared into the house. 

Ricky rubbed his hands over his face, trying to think of a 


plausible explanation. For kissing Jack Corson. An 


explanation that wouldn't end with Jack being shunned by 
Ricky's parents. Damn it. Please let his father have not seen. 
"Ricky? Jack said you were back here." Reggie didn't sound 
upset at all as he came down the driveway. "Your mom said 
you needed to go grab some more stuff, | thought we'd go 
together." 

Ricky's head fell back against the wall and he sighed with 
relief, then pushed himself to standing. He came out of the 
garage, rubbing his hands on his shorts. "Hey, Daddy." He 
gave his dad a smile. "That'd be great. Lemme go find my 
Shirt. | think | left it out front when it got too hot." 

"Right here." Reggie held it up, grinning, and then tossed it 
over. "You go say goodbye to Jack; I'll be in the car. You 
thank him for having you here this summer, letting you use 
the pool." 

"Will do." Ricky headed toward the house, and then looked 
back at his dad. "Do you mind if | go hang out with friends 
tonight? | won't get to see them again 'til Thanksgiving, 
probably." 


"Sure. Are you going to be out late? Just so Mom doesn't 


worry." Reggie gave him a fond 'my little boy's all grown up' 
smile that he had on a lot lately. 

Ricky pulled his shirt on and shook out his hair. "I don't 
know what we'll end up doing. I'll take a change of clothes 
or something, come home tomorrow morning to help get the 
last of the stuff in the van, okay?" Please, please, please, be 
Okay. 
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Reggie seemed to be thinking about it, hands in his pockets, 
as they walked up to the house slowly. "It's not like you're 
not about to go away for nine months and live on your 
own," he said finally, as they reached the porch. "You won't 
have to ask me tomorrow. So. Should we assume you won't 
be home until about ten tomorrow? That gives us an hour to 
pack the van." 

"Sure. I'll make sure I'm back by then." Ricky smiled at his 
dad, trying not to show his relief. "Thanks." 

"Hey, it's your life, kid. But if you're hungover tomorrow, 


I'm playing Barry all the way to your new place." Reggie 


grinned and slapped Ricky on the shoulder before he 
headed 


to the car. 
Ricky groaned, heading for the front porch. "Dad..." 


"Barry! That's the price," Reggie called after him as he got 
in 


the car. 

"That's a mean daddy you have there." Jack was standing on 
the porch, watching them. He'd pulled on a shirt at some 
point. 

"He talks big." Ricky grinned, glancing over his shoulder at 
his dad. When he looked back at Jack, his face was serious. 
"Thanks for letting me use the pool this summer, Jack." 
"You know you're welcome." Jack gave him a ghost of a 
smile. "You have a good school year." 

"Thank you." Ricky nodded, smiling just a little. "Have a 
good time at your convention. I'll see you later." 

"You will." Jack waved goodbye to both of them and 
disappeared into the house. 
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Ricky watched the door close, and then turned and headed 


back to the car, smiling for his dad. "Hey. So did Mom give 
you a list of what we're supposed to be getting?" 

EK 
Once the shopping was finished and dinner was over, Ricky 
reminded his parents he was going out for the night. He 
changed into jeans and a T-shirt, grabbed his backpack with 
a change of clothes and a toothbrush, gave his mom a hug, 
and headed out. He couldn't let them see where he was 
going, so he walked around the block instead, slipping up 
through the yards of the people who lived one street over 
and then walking in through the rear gate to Jack's yard. 
He knew the security system had probably beeped inside, 
but when he got to the back door, he rang the bell anyway. 
Tonight was the last time, and he didn't want to barge in. 
It took a few moments, but then the door opened. Jack was 
wearing jeans and a T-shirt and, as always, was barefoot. He 
didn't say anything, just reached for Ricky and pulled him 
inside for a long, hungry kiss. There wasn't any urgency to it 
as Jack backed him up against the wall and closed the door 


behind him with one hand, just intimacy and familiarity. 


Ricky dropped his backpack on the floor and wrapped his 
arms around Jack as they kissed. 

Jack's hands pushed up under his shirt, splayed wide to feel 
as much of Ricky's skin and muscle as they could touch. 
Jack didn't stop kissing him for a long time, until they were 
both starting to get breathless. When he slowed, he brushed 
tiny kisses against Ricky's lips. 

Ricky slid his hands down between them, petting over Jack's 
chest. Ricky circled his palms over Jack's nipples, feeling 


them bead up under his shirt, and then ran his hands back 
up 


to cup Jack's face and pet the back of his neck. 

Slow Bloom - 162 

Jack's hands came up to cup Ricky's face in turn and he ran 
his fingertips over Ricky's features. It was like he was trying 
to memorize how Ricky's face felt in his hands. He still 
didn't say anything. Ricky pressed into the touches, leaned 
into Jack's body. 

He was going to miss this. Touching Jack, being touched by 


Jack, talking to him, listening to him. He had those things for 


one more night, though. 

Finally, Jack pulled away. He picked up Ricky's bag and 
shouldered it, then held out his hand. "Come on in, baby." 
Ricky let Jack lead him away from the door. Jack's hands 
were callused and rough, and Ricky loved the way they felt 
Sliding over his skin. He rubbed his thumb over one of the 
calluses on the ball of Jack's palm, memorizing it. 

In the big game room, there was a fire in the fireplace. The 


night had a hint of cool in it and the doors to the pool and 
hot 


tub were open. Jack put Ricky's bag down and drew him 


into the room, kissing him. It hadn't taken Ricky long at all 
to 


learn what a good kisser Jack was and how good it could be 
just to kiss until neither of them could breathe from it. 

Jack led Ricky to the big leather sofa and pulled Ricky down 
on top of him. Ricky stretched out over Jack, his long legs 
tangling with Jack’s, just feet from the chair where Jack had 


sucked Ricky off for the first time, after he'd had the nerve 
to 


insist on talking about their relationship. No talking now, 


though. Jack settled with his back to a pillow and Ricky in 
his arms. It was all so domestic, cuddling together in front of 
the fire on a cool night. 

Jack stroked him from shoulders to hips, and then 
murmured, "You're not quite such a skinny kid anymore." 
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"You've kept me busy." Ricky kissed away from Jack's 
mouth to lick and nibble the line of his jaw. "It's hard work, 
bending over to flash my ass at you all the time." 

“But you're so good at it." Jack tilted his head obligingly. 
"And | appreciate it so much." He groped Ricky's ass 

fondly. "If you ever need a reference, I'm happy to write you 
one." 

"An ode to my ass?" Ricky asked, wiggling his ass in Jack's 
hands. He nibbled Jack's earlobe, then kissed and sucked at 
the spot beneath Jack's ear. He knew, by now, how much 
Jack liked being bitten. 

"Haven't written an ode in years, but your ass is a worthy 
Subject." Jack kept petting it, rubbing it, and underneath 


Ricky, his cock was heavy with need. With guys Ricky's 


age, that usually meant a lot of wriggling and humping and 
demands. With Jack, it was more of a compliment, a quiet 
note that Ricky's body turned him on. He got hard for Ricky, 
and Ricky could play with him as Ricky pleased. 

Ricky was faster to arouse than Jack, but a summer spent 
with Jack had taught him self-control. He rocked his hips 
against Jack's, but it was more to push his ass back into 
Jack's hands than for the friction against his dick. Ricky 
nibbled his way down the side of Jack's neck, slowly, 
leaving a trail of faint bite marks to show where he'd been. 
"Have you been sharpening your teeth?" It was supposed to 
be an accusation, Ricky was sure, but Jack hardly sounded 
perturbed by it. Jack got a better grip on Ricky's ass, fingers 


rubbing along the seam of Ricky's pants, and purred at 
being 


bitten. 

"I've been thinking about going Goth," Ricky teased, 
nuzzling past the collar of Jack's T-shirt to nip his 
collarbone. "Vampire teeth are in right now." He licked 
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where he'd bitten, then said, a bit more seriously, "Besides, 
| 


know you like it." Ricky spread his legs, one slipping 


between Jack's thighs and the other one tucked between 
Jack 


and the back of the couch, to give Jack more access to his 
ass. 

"Not too subtle about that, am I?" Jack's voice was rough 
with arousal under the amusement. "I usually try and be 
subtle about most things. Sometimes, | fail." He stretched 
under Ricky, his back cracking with it, and let his head fall 
back onto the arm of the couch, baring his throat. "You'd 
make a terrible Goth," he added in a low voice. 

"Don't think | could pull off all the black leather?" Ricky 


laughed, and then he licked and nibbled up under Jack's 
chin. 


"Don't think you could pull off the terrible attitude." Jack 
ducked his head and caught Ricky's mouth in a kiss. "You in 
black leather, on the other hand..." He pulled back to look at 
Ricky's face and there was pure lust in his eyes. "...the right 


leather. Yes." He leaned in and slid his tongue along Ricky's 


lower lip on the way to a hot, hot kiss. Inspiring that kind of 
lust in Jack would always be thrilling. 

Jack's kisses were fiercer now; he was more and more 
willing all the time to show Ricky the extent of his own 


desires, even though he managed never to press for 
anything 


but exactly what Ricky wanted to give. He slid a hand into 
Ricky's hair, tilting Ricky’s head so that he could fuck 
Ricky's mouth with his tongue. 


Ricky's purrs turned into moans after that, and he sucked 
and 


licked at Jack's tongue when it pushed into his mouth. 
Getting his hand down by Jack's hip, he held on tight and 
arched against Jack, not for friction for himself, but to feel 
Jack's hard cock through their jeans. 

Jack's breathing got more ragged and the sounds he made 
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were such a turn-on. Jack pushed up against Ricky's body, 


free hand rubbing over Ricky's ass, pressing into the seam 
of 


his jeans, fingers curling to feel everything they could 


between Ricky's thighs. He slipped his other hand between 
them so that he could catch a nipple between finger and 
thumb, making Ricky moan and arch. His hips rocked 
steadily, pushing his dick up against Ricky, letting Ricky feel 
how hard and thick he was. 

Ricky had learned self-control, but it wasn't infinite. He got 
more and more aroused, writhing over Jack, pushing back 
against the hand on his ass, forward against Jack’s hip. His 
dick was already leaking pre-come, making him glad he'd 
brought a change of clothes. God, Jack was so hard. He 
whimpered, and every pinch on his nipple made him 
whimper more. 

"Baby." Jack leaned up into their kisses like he was trying to 
devour Ricky that way. 

Ricky rolled his hips faster, grinding his dick down against 
Jack's hip. He was panting, gasping into the kisses, 
forgetting to kiss Jack back. He was all opened up for Jack, 
his mouth, his body, everything. 

Jack's fingers were so strong, pushing through his jeans, 


rubbing between his asscheeks, so close to touching him. 


Jack kept kissing him fiercely, making the same raw little 
noises he made when he went down on Ricky's cock or 
tongue-fucked his ass, wet and desperate. Under Ricky, Jack 
moved like he was trying to get Ricky off, thigh flexing 
against Ricky's balls, hips coming up in rolling waves of 
friction. Ricky whined, bucking against him for more. 

Jack stopped tormenting Ricky's nipple to get a handful of 
Ricky's hair, tugging Ricky's head to the side. Leaning up 
more, his muscles bunching, he kissed behind and below 
Ricky's ear, hot and wet, his teeth scraping the skin. He 
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made a noise between a moan and a snarl and sucked hard 
enough to hurt. It was going to bruise, dark, in the shape of 
Jack’s mouth. 

"Oh, fuck." Ricky shuddered hard, his whole body arching 
as he started to come. It was all too much; he couldn't hold 
back anymore. He thrust against Jack's hip, writhed back 
against Jack's fingers like he was trying to fuck himself on 
them through his jeans. 


Jack moaned against his skin, moving with him, biting him 


just below the first mark and leaving another one there as 
Ricky kept coming. He sounded just as overwhelmed with 
pleasure as Ricky had. As Ricky's shudders faded, Jack 
stroked his hair instead of pulling it and, breathing hard, 
kissed his throat and jaw and mouth. 

Ricky moaned into the kisses, still feeling pleasure-drunk 
and overwhelmed. Before the summer, he might've been 


embarrassed to have come in his pants, but he knew that 
this 


wasn't anything to be ashamed of. It was just another kind 
of 


sex, and if Jack hadn't wanted Ricky to come like this, Jack 
would've stopped them before Ricky had come. Jack's eyes 
were dark and bright, his cheeks warm with arousal and 
pleasure and happiness. 

“Beautiful,” Jack said, stroking Ricky’s face and hair. 


Ricky needed to get out of his wet pants, but they could 
wait 


while he made sure Jack knew how good all of this was, and 


how much he wanted Jack. He wriggled around enough to 


get his knees on either side of Jack's thighs and leaned 
down 


to kiss Jack again. 

"You are so incredibly hot," Ricky murmured, pushing 

Jack's shirt up his chest so he could lick and nibble Jack's 
nipples. 
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Jack never argued when Ricky said things like that. He just 
stroked Ricky's hair as his nipples grew hard against Ricky's 
lips and tongue, dark like pennies, hard and high enough to 


stand out past his silky, silvered chest hair. He was 
breathing 


unevenly and his dick strained against his jeans so hard that 
if it weren't for his wide belt, Ricky would have been able to 
see under the waistband of his jeans. 

Ricky sucked at Jack's nipple, flicking his tongue over it, his 
teeth starting to dig in as he sucked harder. There were so 
many things Jack liked, and Ricky wanted to do them all. He 
pinched the other nipple between two fingers, scraped his 
fingernail over it, playing while his mouth was busy with the 


other one. 


Jack made a soft noise of pleasure when it hurt, sighing 
when it didn't. He ran his hands over Ricky's hair and 
shoulders, shifting under him occasionally like his body still 
expected Ricky's to be there. 

After a moment, Ricky switched to the other side, and then 
he worked his way down Jack's chest, licking the soft hair 
and warm skin. He crawled backward on the couch, until he 
could bite at Jack's inner thigh through his jeans. 

Jack let his outside leg slide so that his foot was on the floor 
and he was open to Ricky's touches and bites. He was 
watching intently, like he was trying to uncover what Ricky's 
next move would be. 

Ricky wasn't trying to hurt Jack, but nothing less than biting 
would really feel like much of anything through the denim. 
He wriggled himself down on his belly, ignoring the sticky 
feeling in his pants, and bit his way up the inside of Jack's 
thigh until he was staring down at the ridge of Jack's cock 
through the fabric. 

He nuzzled at it, first, breathing in the musky, purely male, 
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purely Jack smell of it and trying to decide whether using his 
teeth here, even through Jack's jeans, would be too much. 
Jack reached out and brushed his knuckles over Ricky's 


cheek, praise and maybe permission. The biting hadn't 


diminished Jack’s erection at all. 
Closing his eyes, Ricky tilted his head into the caress, and 


then he dipped down to drag his teeth over the shaft of 
Jack's 


cock through his jeans. When Jack didn't pull him away, 
Ricky did it again and again, all the way up the shaft, licking 
at it like he could taste Jack's skin through the heavy fabric. 
Jack moaned and let his head fall back. Ricky gave him more 
teeth, and it wasn't just the dampness of his tongue 
darkening the fabric; the wet shadow of pre-come was 
seeping through the denim, spreading slowly. Ricky sucked 


at the spot, his teeth digging in there, too. He wanted more 
of 


that taste, and more of the sounds Jack made. 
Jack got one hand on the back of the couch and another in 
Ricky's hair. Ricky moaned; he couldn’t help it. There was 


just something about the feel of it, of being held like that, 
that 


turned him on like crazy. 
Jack made soft, needy noises and shuddered with the effort 


of staying still, letting Ricky suck him through his jeans. He 


was wet with arousal from writhing under Ricky's body and 
the suction of Ricky's mouth drew it out of him. Ricky kept 
sucking, biting, and ran his hands up Jack's thighs to push 
his thumbs up behind Jack's balls. 

Groaning, Jack pulled his knees up to set both feet on the 


couch, letting them fall as wide as he could on either side. 
He 


pushed down onto Ricky's fingers and Ricky was rewarded 
with a fresh rush of Jack's taste over his tongue. Jack wasn't 
trying to stay still so much anymore, he was rocking 
between Ricky's hands and mouth, trying to get as much as 
he could of both. 
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Ricky whimpered. His teeth scraped the denim as his lips 
moved in open, sucking kisses over the head of Jack's cock. 
He moved with the rocking of Jack's hips, chasing Jack's 
cock down to keep his mouth on it. 

Jack was murmuring his name now, low and rough. Ricky. 
Baby. Sweetheart. The sweet things he called Ricky should 


have sounded odd coming from a man his age and 


temperament, but he meant them and it came through in 
his 


tones. "So good, baby. So good." His balls were drawn up 
high and tight and he was shivery with need; his nipples 
were still hard below his shirt, which had crumpled up 
around his chest. 

Ricky kept sucking, kissing, biting, his thumbs rolling 


against Jack's perineum through the denim. He didn't want 
to 


stop long enough to get Jack's jeans off, and Jack was too 
busy shuddering and pushing into Ricky's mouth to make 
him. Jack’s little murmurs were lost in a low, ragged moan 
as his body went tight. Come seeped through into Ricky's 
mouth and slow pulses of orgasm that went on and on 
brought more that he sucked up eagerly. 

Breathing hard, Jack let go of the back of the couch to undo 
his belt and jeans. He pushed them open, nudging Ricky out 
of the way to do it. Ricky moaned, immediately ducking his 
head down to get his mouth back on Jack's still-heavy cock. 
"So good." Jack was trembling with sensitivity, but he was 


still thick and full in Ricky's mouth. 


Ricky had to force himself to stop, eventually. He was still 
moaning as he crawled up over Jack again to kiss him on the 
mouth. "So good," he echoed, his lips sliding over Jack's. 
He devoured more of Jack's perfect kisses that Jack gave 
him so freely. Ricky made them last, but finally he pulled 
back. Ricky wanted to memorize how Jack looked, like this. 
He wasn't going to get to see it again, after tonight, and he 
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wanted to remember. 

Jack looked -- unusually and spectacularly -- undone. His 
shirt was shoved up his chest, his jeans were wet in spots 
and his half-hard cock was framed by the open fly; his 
cheeks were flushed, and his mouth was full from kissing 
Ricky. There was no doubt how much Jack loved sex with 
Ricky and how much he trusted Ricky to see him this way. 
His eyes, dark and bright at once, were fixed on Ricky's 
face. 

"I kind of wish | had a camera," Ricky murmured, a smile 
quirking one corner of his mouth. He wouldn't expect Jack 


to let him take a picture like this, but that didn't mean Ricky 


didn't want to, to be able to look back at this and remember 
how Jack looked, how good all of it was. 

"I'll look better in your head," Jack said lazily, smiling back 
at him. "Besides, only fair. I've wished | had a camera all 
summer long. And my memory's not as good as yours." He 
reached up to brush his fingers over Ricky's lips. 

Ricky laughed, shaking his head, and then kissed the tips of 
Jack's fingers. When he sat up, he stripped off his shirt and 
let it fall to the floor. He had to stand up, then, to get his 
jeans off. 

Jack lay there and watched, tucking one hand behind his 
head. "You are so beautiful," he murmured, like he was just 
noticing all over again. 

Ricky wasn't sure 'beautiful' was something a man was 
supposed to be called, but coming from Jack, it felt like the 
best kind of compliment. He dropped his jeans on the floor 
and used his T-shirt to mop up some of the sticky mess on 
his belly. 

"How about the hot tub?" Jack arched and pulled his shirt 
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off, then dropped it as he sat up. "Come on, I'll get you all 
clean." He looked like he wanted to; his eyes were hungry. 
Ricky dropped his shirt and held out his hand to Jack. "I'd 
like that." The hot tub always felt good, and the look on 
Jack's face was more than enough to convince him it would 
this time, too. 

Jack slithered out of his jeans and took Ricky's hand, but he 


reached over and grabbed a little metal box from the table 
by 


the couch before he got to his feet. As he got up, he pulled 
Ricky in for a kiss. The air from outside was cool on their 
skin, but they were warm where their bodies pressed 
together. 

Keeping Ricky close with an arm around him, Jack led him 
out into the dark evening where the burbling hot tub waited, 
glowing softly from the submerged lights. Jack kept giving 
Ricky little kisses as they made their way slowly from the 
house to the tub. It was all very ordinary and peaceful, as 
though things should be exactly this way. The hot water felt 


so good in contrast to the cool air, and Ricky purred as he 


settled in. 
"Here." Jack leaned over and popped the top of the little 
fridge that was on the side of the hot tub. He pulled out one 


of the blue bottles of mineral water he drank and offered it 
to 


Ricky. God knew, they needed to stay hydrated with all the 
kissing and sweating and fucking they were likely to get up 
to tonight. Jack left the little box on the ledge by the fridge 
and leaned back in the tub, facing Ricky. 

"Thanks." Ricky stretched out, feeling lazy and relaxed. 
Everything was good tonight. He opened the mineral water 
and took a drink that emptied half the bottle, and then put it 
aside on the ledge. 

Jack propped his head up on one fist, watching Ricky. 
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"Looking forward to being back, getting back to the real 
world?" He hadn't talked at all about Ricky leaving until 
today. 

Ricky knew better than to admit that he wished he had more 


time here. "Yeah. Classes, training, my friends and 


teammates..." He smiled. He really did miss those things, 
and the freedom of being on his own. "It'll be good to get 
back." 

"Good." Jack's expression was affectionate, a little smile 
curving his lips, a rarity unless they were in bed together. 
"Second year is a good year." 

"| hope so." Ricky smiled wider and took another drink of 
his water. "At least this year, | already know my way around 
Campus and stuff." 

"Exactly. But no stress of narrowing your course of study 
and worrying about graduation and post grad. So, plenty of 
time to cause trouble." Maybe Jack had been a troublemaker 
in his youth. That certainly seemed a possibility. 

Ricky laughed and shook his head. "Now, really, you were 
just telling me | didn't have the attitude to pull off the Goth 
thing. Do you really think I’d cause any trouble?" He put on 
a little pout, his blue eyes wide and innocent. 

"Oh, | said you couldn't do the bad attitude. You perky 


blonds are the dangerous ones. All that cute, and knowing 
it, 


and boundless energy. You're trouble." Jack pointed 
accusingly. "Proven by the fact that your sweet little ass is 
taking up my hot tub right this very minute." 

Ricky's pout slid into a wicked grin. "Maybe my ass is 


taking up your hot tub," he allowed, pushing off the seat 
and 


heading over toward Jack. "But I'm very good at sharing." 
He leaned in, stealing a kiss. 
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"You're just proving my point." Jack didn't seem to mind, 
kissing him back lightly. 

"You must like the trouble," Ricky said reasonably. "Or 


you'd never have let me in the door." He settled down 
beside 


Jack, close enough that he just had to tilt his head to steal 
more kisses. 

"A fair assessment. | figured | could handle it." Jack stole a 
kiss for himself, still smiling. 

"| think you've handled me very well," Ricky decided, 
slipping up onto his knees to nuzzle and kiss Jack's cheek 


and back behind his ear. Jack felt warm and good. 


“Thank you." Jack reached up and stroked his cheek with a 
wet hand. They'd had a hell of a good time here in this hot 
tub -- all over the house, really. 

Ricky pulled back and kissed Jack on the mouth, smiling. 
“Thank you." 

Jack laughed and gave him a nuzzling kiss. "Mutual 
admiration society?" He slid his hand down Ricky's bare 
back and over his ass. 

"Maybe something like that," Ricky agreed, the touch of 
Jack's hand encouraging him to move closer still. He cupped 
Jack's face with wet hands and kissed him sweetly. 

"| don't think you'll have any trouble accumulating 
admirers." Ricky was light in the bubbling water and Jack 
easily swept Ricky into his lap. He slid both hands up 
Ricky's back and leaned up for more of those sweet kisses. 
Ricky wound his arms around Jack's shoulders and gave 


him another kiss, and then another. They were soft and 
Slow; 
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Ricky wasn't in a hurry for anything. Everything he wanted 


was right here. 

Ricky was settled close enough that when he moved in the 
water, his dick dragged against Jack's belly. The soft hairs 
there tickled Ricky's cockhead, and he kept moving to keep 
the sensation going. His kisses grew deeper as he got more 
turned on, but he didn't ask Jack to do anything to get him 
off. 

Winding his fingers in Ricky's hair, Jack pulled him down 

so that his cock slid up between Ricky's asscheeks, and he 
moaned into Ricky's mouth. Jack was hard again. 

"God, Jack..." Ricky hadn't expected that, but it was so good 
to feel it, to feel Jack hard for him again so soon. He rocked 
his hips, letting Jack's cock slide against his ass as his own 
cock slid against Jack's belly. Moaning, Ricky kissed Jack 
like he was trying to learn Jack’s mouth all over again. 

Jack gave him everything he wanted, hands sliding all over 
him. "Please," Jack murmured against Ricky's lips. He slid 
his fingers down to rub little circles over Ricky's hole. "I 
want to be inside you." His voice was rough. "I want to feel 


you like this." 


Hearing Jack say it, ask for it, was enough to make Ricky 
moan all by itself. "Then fuck me," he said when he'd caught 
his breath enough to speak. He licked back into Jack's 


mouth, kissing him as hungrily as if he'd been the one 
asking 


SO sweetly. 

Jack pulled away from the kisses, but only to lift Ricky to an 
upright kneeling position so that Jack could play at 
devouring his nipples while pressing the pad of a fingertip 
into him and teasing him to open up. The loss of kisses left 
Ricky with nothing to muffle his moans. He rolled his hips 

to feel more of Jack's finger and cupped his hands around 
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the back of Jack's head to keep Jack's mouth on his nipple. 
Jack ravaged both nipples with his mouth, giving each equal 
time, biting and sucking. Finally, he pulled back to admire 
his handiwork, then looked up at Ricky, his expression more 
predatory than it had ever been, his fingers still teasing 
between Ricky's asscheeks. His other hand was opening the 


little box and dipping in to get something out. 


Ricky's nipples felt as swollen and tender as if he'd had 
clamps on, and the cool air made them feel even better. "I 
brought everything with me," he admitted, his voice little 
more than a rough, hungry whisper. "All the toys you 
bought. The clamps, everything. In case you wanted to use 
them." 

"Oh, baby." Jack's expression softened. "Later. | promise. 
Every single one I can. Right now..." He pulled out a pair of 
tiny, perfectly detailed, chrome-bright metal clothespins. 
“These'll hold up to the chemicals in the water." They looked 
like they'd have a fierce bite and good weight, for all that 
they were tiny. "You want them on?" Jack offered, his voice 
gentle. Looking up at Ricky's face, he leaned in and licked 
one nipple slowly. 

"Yeah." Ricky shivered at the lick and reached out to touch 
one of the clamps in Jack's hand. "I do. Please." He had 


learned so much about his body, about himself, this 
summer. 


The clamps were cool on his skin when Jack put them on, 


carefully, making them bite as much of the nipple as they 


would allow. "If you keep these in the freezer, they're even 
colder," Jack murmured. 

Ricky was breathing unsteadily from the cold bite of the tiny 
clothespins on his sensitive nipples. He whimpered, 
nodding. Jack had said he could do that with dildos, too, if 
he bought the right kind. The temperature shock just from 
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the clamps, even without them having been in the freezer, 
was enough to make Ricky think that was worth trying. 
"So pretty." Jack leaned up to kiss Ricky on the mouth, so 
gently, while he got out a condom and waterproof lube. 
Before Jack put the condom on, he got his fingers slicked 
with heavy lube and slipped them down to get Ricky ready 
for him. He was still so careful about any kind of 
penetration, even his wet, soft tongue. "Ready, baby?" he 
murmured, stroking gently. 

"Yeah," Ricky breathed, shivering in anticipation. Jack was 
so good about making sure he was never surprised by 
anything pushing into him. "God, Jack, | want you so 


much." 


"I want you, too." Jack leaned up to kiss Ricky as Jack slid a 


long, thick finger into him. Ricky was getting better at it, 
and 


Jack knew Ricky's body so well now that it wasn't a drawn 
out process anymore, not unless they wanted it to be. Jack 
worked his fingers in, making soft noises of need. When he 
leaned in close, his chest bumped the little clips on Ricky's 
nipples, nudging them. 

Ricky rolled his hips to keep Jack's fingers moving in him, 
gasping as the clips on his nipples moved. "Feels so good," 
he whispered against Jack's lips, and then kissed him again. 
"It's all | want." Jack kept kissing Ricky, letting Ricky ride 
his fingers, while he reached between them and rolled the 
condom on. "One more kiss, baby. Then turn around." 
Ricky made that one kiss last as long as he could, and then 
he turned around on Jack's lap when Jack pulled his fingers 
out. "Like this?" he asked, nudging his ass back against 
Jack's cock. 
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Jack wrapped big hands around Ricky's hips and guided him 


into place. "Like that." Jack let Ricky slide down and get 
comfortable, kissing his shoulders. 

"Oh, yeah," Ricky whispered, as he sank down onto Jack's 
cock. "Yeah, just like that." It felt so good, Jack's cock 
opening him up as he slowly slid down. 

Jack let him settle down, then slid his hands around to cup 
Ricky's balls and stroke down behind them and even where 
his cock had Ricky stretched wide open. "You feel so good." 
Jack kissed the back of his neck. 


The feel of Jack's fingers petting that taut, stretched skin 
was 


intense. Leaning back against Jack's chest, Ricky got his feet 
up on the edge of the seat, on either side of Jack's knees so 
he could move, so he could rock against Jack's cock and 
fingers. 


Jack nibbled at the side of Ricky's neck he hadn't marked 
yet, 


up at the nape of it. His breath was unsteady and he put his 
head down against Ricky's shoulder like he was trying to get 


some control back, just breathing. One hand played with 


Ricky's balls, the other was still trailing, so delicately, 
around 


that tight skin. 

The water lapped and bubbled at Ricky's skin as he moved. 
He reached down with one hand, stroking his cock. He 
purred Jack's name, low and soft and humming with 
pleasure. 

"Not so nervous now." Jack kissed the side of Ricky's neck 
again. His hands slid up Ricky's body and he petted around 
the base of the clips where they caught Ricky's nipples tight. 


"No," Ricky whispered. "God, Jack, not at all." He writhed, 
arching into Jack's touches, and took his hand away from his 


cock so he wouldn't come too soon. "Feels so good when 
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you fuck me. So good." 

"Just like it should be." Jack tugged one of the clips gently. 
"You should feel good when you have sex. Always." He bit 
Ricky's neck lightly. "You know what you need to know 
now." 

"Final exam?" Ricky gasped between little whimpers of 


pleasure. If that's what this was, he obviously needed to 


show Jack everything he'd learned. He let his head fall back 
onto Jack's shoulder and used his feet for leverage, pushing 
himself up and down on Jack's thick cock, tightening his 
body around it even more than the position already had. 
Jack groaned and wrapped his arms loosely around Ricky. 
"No. No exams here. Just... God, you feel good." He bit 
harder, teeth scraping, sucking. "It's so good to feel you 
happy." 

It was so hot, the way Jack sounded, the way he got so 
turned on by Ricky's body. Ricky made waves in the water 
as he started moving faster, taking Jack's cock in deep with 
every push. 

When they sat like this, Jack could touch everywhere. He 
leaned back in the molded seat of the hot tub and let Ricky 
ride him. He didn't give Ricky a warning before he unclipped 
the clamps, either; Jack just stroked Ricky's cock faster and 
let the sensations run through him. 

"Oh, fuck." The sparks of pain as blood rushed back to 
Ricky's nipples seemed to have a direct line to his dick, 


making Ricky shudder hard. He arched and writhed, driving 


himself down faster and harder onto Jack's cock. 

Jack whimpered, but kept stroking Ricky's cock, his other 
hand coming down to give pressure up behind Ricky's balls. 
Ricky whined Jack's name, shivering, the water splashing up 
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around him as he writhed. He reached behind him with both 
arms, holding onto Jack. "Don't stop," he begged, feeling 
desperate and needy. 

"Not stopping, baby." Jack kissed his cheek. "You feel so 
good." His big hands were sure and steady, giving Ricky the 
pressure and rhythm he needed. 

"So do you. Jack..." Ricky couldn't slow down, couldn't 

hold on. He fucked himself on Jack's cock, feeling it all the 
way through, and cried out as he started to come. 

Jack pressed kisses to Ricky's cheek and neck and shoulder, 
everywhere he could reach, touching him and stroking him 
through his orgasm, until Ricky was spent. "Fuck, but you 
sound so good," he muttered, breathing hard himself. 

"Your fault," Ricky said, struggling to catch his breath. He 


let go of Jack and reached down between his legs to feel 


where Jack's cock was pushing inside him. Jack was still 
hard, long and thick and perfect. 

The touches made Jack purr and he rubbed his cheek on 
Ricky's shoulder. His face was unusually smooth, especially 
for this time of night; he must have shaved before Ricky 
came over. Just as well; they did run the risk of Ricky 
looking scuffed up after serious make-out sessions, and 
Ricky was going to be scrutinized by both of his parents 
tomorrow. 

"I like when good things are my fault." 

"Tell me what you want?" Ricky asked, his fingers sliding 
away again as he leaned back against Jack. He turned his 
head, catching Jack's mouth with his own. It was an 
awkward position for kissing, but he managed it anyway. 
"You think | need anything right now?" Jack laughed and 
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kissed him. He snuggled Ricky against his chest and hung 
onto him tightly for a moment. Finally, Jack patted Ricky on 
the hip. "Up. Let me clean up and you can suck me off. If 


you want, that is..." 


Ricky's soft, instinctive moan answered for him. He rose up 
off Jack's cock and turned around on the seat, kneeling, 
waiting. "Of course | want to." He offered Jack a wicked 

little grin. "I Know you've noticed how much | like it." 

Jack got rid of the condom and flicked it into the same tin he 
dumped his ashtrays into; better than leaving it for the poor 
housekeeper to find somewhere. He ran his hands over his 
dick and through the curls at the base of it. "You look like 
you're ready to beg for a treat," Jack teased. He slipped up 
onto the side of the tub and sat there, legs spread, for Ricky 
to have what he wanted. 

"I'd wear a collar and a leash if it meant | could get my 
mouth on your dick," Ricky said, as he crawled forward in 
the water to get between Jack's legs. 

Jack was quiet at that, reaching out to cup Ricky's cheek as 
Ricky came close. He petted gently. "You'd look good like 
that," he said softly. His expression was almost wistful, but 
then it was gone and the cool, arch mask was back in place. 


Ricky let it go; there was no time left to try something like 


that. He ducked his head, nuzzling at the base of Jack's 
cock. 


For all that his own body was waxed clean, he really loved 
the way Jack's soft pubic hair felt against his lips and under 
his tongue. 

Jack stroked Ricky's curls as he nuzzled and kissed and 
licked. Ricky had learned how to drive Jack crazy and 
wanted to show it off. Once, Jack might have held back, but 
these days, he let Ricky know how good it felt. 
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Ricky loved doing this, and he loved the way Jack 
responded to it. Finally, though, he licked and kissed his 
way up the shaft of Jack's cock and sucked it into his mouth. 
He moaned -- God, he loved the taste, too -- and toyed with 
the head with his tongue. 

"You're so good, sweetheart." Jack moved his hand to rub 
the nape of Ricky's neck, wrapping fingers and thumb 
around it as far as he could reach. 


Ricky purred at the praise, the endearment, and sucked 
Jack's 


cock in deeper. He still couldn't take it all the way in, the 
way 


Jack could do, but he could get deeper than he'd been able 
to 


at the start of the summer. He could tease and play now, 
too, 


and that was fun. 

Jack kept murmuring breathless little praises and 
endearments while Ricky sucked him off. He'd always been 
easy with them, with telling Ricky how good and sweet and 
wonderful he was and somehow never making it sound 
foolish. And his body spoke, too, the ridges of chill coming 
up on his skin as he shuddered, his balls drawing up tight, 
and pre-come leaking out onto Ricky's tongue as he sucked. 
Ricky slid his hands up Jack's thighs and petted Jack's tight, 


sensitive balls as he continued to suck and lick at Jack's 
dick. 


He rubbed Jack's perineum with his thumb, hard little rolls 
of his thumb like Jack liked it. 
"Oh, God, baby..." Jack's hand tightened as he started to 


come, flooding Ricky's mouth. 


Moaning, Ricky swallowed it down. He kept sucking until 
Jack started to relax again, and then sucked just a little 
longer, until he knew Jack was too sensitive for it to be good 
anymore. He pulled off, breathless with pleasure, tilting his 
head back to look up at Jack. 
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“That was so good. Come here." Jack was almost purring. 
He held his hands out. "Time for bed, | think. You brought 
all kinds of fun things with you; how about we play with 
them before we fall asleep?" 

Ricky crawled up out of the hot tub, kneeling over Jack's lap. 
"As much as you want." He'd brought them because he 


wanted to play with them with Jack, and he was glad he'd 
get 


the opportunity. 

Jack pulled him close for a tender kiss. "Then let's go play." 
kK 

It was a good thing it was early and Ricky was young. Jack 

played with him for hours, as promised, with Ricky's toys 


and his own. A powerful vibrator touched to the end of the 


sculpted prostate toy buried in Ricky's ass almost sent Ricky 


through the roof. The same toy taunted his nipples trapped 
in 


their shiny clover clamps. 

Jack played with him in every position, denying him his 
third orgasm, until Ricky was slick with sweat and 
trembling, his cock dripping onto his belly. Then Jack laid 
him out in bed and sucked him slowly, slick fingers buried 
in him, until Ricky came with a shout. It was Jack's last 
chance to share all this, and it felt so good. 

Ricky sprawled in Jack's bed, recovering, watching Jack 
when he could, while Jack cleaned the toys. Jack watched 
him in return, admiring how beautiful Ricky was and 
refusing to think about how he'd be missing having a lover 
again. It was to indulge himself as much as Ricky that Jack 
brought hot washcloths and a towel and washed Ricky clean 
right there in bed. 

He cleaned Ricky from face to toes, then had him roll over 
and snuggle down on his belly while Jack washed his arms 
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and legs and between his asscheeks, ending with a slow 
wash of Ricky's back and neck. When Jack came to bed at 
last, Ricky was just awake enough to crawl into his arms and 
nuzzle into the silver fur of his broad chest. Wrapped up in 
Jack, breathing his scent, Ricky drifted off to sleep. 

In the wee hours of the morning, before dawn, Ricky woke 
and padded to the bathroom. Jack woke a little when he left 
and, when he came back, pushed himself up on one elbow 


and reached for him. He tumbled into bed and covered 
Jack's 


mouth with kisses. They didn't speak, just kissed and 
touched, slow and half-sleeping. 


One moment after another passed -- they got ready for sex 
in 


the mechanical haze of sleep -- until Jack was between 
Ricky’s thighs, pushing into him, Ricky's arms wrapped 
around his neck and Ricky's legs wrapped around his waist. 
They were quiet except for a few escaped gasps and moans, 


finally coming together, shuddering. They lay like that a 
long 


time, Jack deep inside Ricky, Jack's weight pinning him to 


the bed, Jack's mouth on his, until they were drowsy again. 
Jack rolled away to clean up and came back so that Ricky 
could creep into his arms again. 

Morning light and the quiet beeping of Jack's watch woke 
them up. They cuddled together in Jack's big bed until Ricky 
rolled Jack over and rode his morning erection until he came 
all over Jack's hand and belly. Jack felt bemused and quietly 
amazed at how good it felt and how much, under wanting 
what was best for his lover, he wanted this to last. 

They ate a simple breakfast out on the porch swing where 


they didn't have to let go of each other, Jack in his blue 
robe, 


Ricky in the red one he always wore when he was there. 
Jack told him to pack it in the bag when he went. It was his, 


he'd worn it so much. Ricky just nodded and let his head 
rest 


on Jack's shoulder until Jack's watch read 9:30AM. Time to 
clean up. Reluctantly, they untangled from each other and 
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took the dishes into the kitchen. 


"You go on," Jack said, opening up the dishwasher. "Get 


your things together and dress so you can get going on 
time." He tried not to think about how quiet the house would 
be as Ricky's bare feet thumped up the back stairs. There 
were other things to think about, like only having one set of 
dishes to wash again. 

"Hey." Ricky slipped up behind Jack, dropping his backpack 
on the floor and standing on his toes to nuzzle the back of 
Jack's neck. "All ready to go." 

Jack turned around and got his arms around Ricky, kissing 
him slowly. "You have a good time, now." In spite of 
knowing he was going to miss Ricky, Jack was happy for 
him, sending him back to school, back to life, so much more 
content and confident. His hands snuck up under Ricky's 
Shirt to rub the small of Ricky’s back. 

Ricky purred, kissing Jack and wrapping his arms around 
Jack in turn. "You, too." He nuzzled against Jack's mouth, 
and then asked, "Would it be okay if | kept in touch? 
Emailed, or something?" 

Months ago, Jack would have said no, even though he'd 


have been there if Ricky needed him. He would have told 


himself that Ricky didn't need to use him as a crutch. Now, 
he felt differently. 

"Sure." Jack looked down at him, smiling. "| even have a 
cell phone somewhere in the house. Don't tell my agent, 
though." He gave Ricky a gentle kiss. "I don't expect you to 
pretend this never happened, or that | don't exist." 


"Good," Ricky murmured. "I don't want to." He slid his hands 
up Jack's neck to cup his face and drew him in for 


another slow kiss. 
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Jack leaned on the counter, right at the spot where Ricky 
had 


knelt when Ricky was seducing him three months back, and 
kissed Ricky like he had all the time in the world. His hands 
Slipped down to cup Ricky's ass, pulling Ricky as close as 
they could get. Ricky pressed himself up against Jack, letting 
Jack feel how much just kissing Jack turned him on; Jack 
could feel the ridge of Ricky’s erection pressing through 
their clothes. 


Impossible. Insatiable. God, to be nineteen again. Jack 


turned them around so that Ricky was leaning up against 
the 


sink, sliding a hand between them to open Ricky's shorts. 
One more fierce kiss and then he was on his knees, pulling 
Ricky's hard-on out of his shorts and briefs to lick the head. 
"Jack..." Ricky stared down at him with need and something 
approaching awe written all over his face. "You. Fuck, Jack, 
please..." 

Jack licked the head and shaft, relearning it with his tongue, 
eyes half-lidded, hands on Ricky's hips. Then he sucked it in 
all the way to the base, his breath hot on Ricky's belly. He 
didn't make Ricky wait, starting to suck his lover off 
hungrily without hesitation. 

Jack nudged Ricky's hips with his hands to get Ricky to 
move. He was devouring Ricky's cock from head to root, 
over and over again, sucking and licking and swallowing, 
moaning low in the back of his throat. Ricky's hips rolled in 
Jack's hands, pushing his dick into Jack's mouth. Ricky 
cupped his hands around the back of Jack's head, holding on 


while Jack fucked his mouth on Ricky's cock. 


Jack wasn't hurrying Ricky. He wanted to make this last as 
long as it could. Ricky could be a few minutes late. Jack 
petted Ricky's ass and thighs and the small of his back, 
feeling him, encouraging him to let go and enjoy himself. 
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Finally, though, Ricky couldn't make it last any longer. He 
whimpered as he started to come in Jack's mouth. God, that 
was so good, watching Ricky's blue eyes get wide, watching 
the trust and pleasure on his face. When he was done, Jack 
sucked him clean and tucked him back into his clothes. Jack 
kissed Ricky's belly before doing up Ricky's shorts, and then 
stood to offer Ricky another kiss, this time on the mouth. 
Ricky curled his hands around the lapels of Jack's robe and 
held on. He tilted his head, licking into Jack's mouth. He 
purred, letting go of the robe with one hand and skimming 
over Jack's chest. Jack held Ricky close just a little longer, 
kissing him slow and deep. 

Finally, Jack pulled away and kissed Ricky on the forehead. 
Time to go. 


Ricky sighed and nodded. He let go of Jack's robe and 


grabbed his bag from the floor. 
Jack turned to scribble information on a pad near the phone; 
he tore the paper off and offered it to Ricky. His personal 


email address, not the website one that went to his agent, 
his 


own two phone numbers, and his agent's number. "Here you 
go. Call me if you need me." He'd been there the first time; 
he'd be there again. 

Ricky took the slip of paper and looked down at it, smiling. 
"Thank you." He folded it up and tucked it into the front 
pocket of his backpack, where he wouldn't lose it. "I will." 
"You going out the back?" Jack held his hand out for Ricky 
to take. 

"Sure." Ricky slipped his hand into Jack's. 

Jack walked him as far as the back porch where he tugged 
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Ricky close one more time and kissed him tenderly. It was 
so tempting to make it last longer. 

Ricky leaned into the kiss, clearly just as interested in 


making it last. When he drew away again, he smiled at Jack. 


"You're heading out today, too, right? Have a great trip." 

"I am. Right after you leave." Jack let go of Ricky’s hand to 
stroke his cheek. "Have a good trip back to school." 
"Thank you." Ricky tilted his head into the touch. "Really. 
Thank you. For everything. This summer has been..." He 
just turned his head to brush a soft kiss over Jack's palm. 
Like that. Yes. That was how it had been. 

"Me, too. You're welcome, baby." Jack traced Ricky's mouth 
with his thumb. "Now go have fun." 


Ricky closed his eyes and nodded, resettling his backpack 
on 


his shoulder again. He stepped back and opened his eyes, 
offering Jack another little smile before he turned to go. 
Jack sat down on the porch swing and put his feet up on the 
table, watching Ricky go. This was how it should end. 
Ricky's tall, slender form got smaller as he crossed the long, 
green yard, his hair blowing in the wind like ripe wheat. It 
was going to be a hot day; Jack could hear the cicadas 
warming up. 


Ricky disappeared under the cherry trees by the back gate. 


The air had the smell of harvest time that Jack remembered 
from his childhood. The heat was still the heat of summer, 
but it was time for all manner of things to come to an end. 
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C hapter Seven 

The house was a mess of boxes: open boxes, empty boxes, 
pizza boxes. At least somebody'd had the sense to hide the 
beer boxes. Ricky put his last box down at the foot of the 
stairs and turned to his parents to say goodbye. 

“Thanks for helping me bring everything in," he said, 
moving toward his daddy first. He wrapped his arms around 
Reggie for a hug. "I'll miss you guys." 

"Can | stay?" Reggie gave Ricky a hopeful look. "Your 

house looks way more fun than mine." He ignored 
Suzanne's sigh and eyeroll. 

Ricky laughed. He really would miss his dad. "You wouldn't 
last a week. The whole place will smell like chlorine and wet 
feet in no time." He knew that for certain, because this was 
the same house Mike, Aaron, and Jason had shared with 


Charlie last year, and the whole place had smelled like the 


swim team's locker room every time Ricky had come to 
hang 


out. Charlie had graduated, leaving a room open for Ricky to 
move in this year, and he didn't expect the smell would 
change much. 

"Ah, too bad." Reggie kissed him on the cheek and gave him 
one more hug. "You know how fond | am of the smell in 

your bedroom," he added dryly. 

"You remember where | packed the cleaning supplies?" 
Suzanne hugged Ricky as soon as Reggie let go. "If you 
change your mind and want me to hire you a maid service, | 
will. | don't want you getting sick here because it's not 
clean." 

"I'll be fine, Mom." Ricky gave her another squeeze. "Really. 
It's a house full of swimmers. The overwhelming smell of 
chlorine's bound to kill anything that might make me sick," 
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he teased. 

"| just worry. Your dorm was atrocious last year. That 


bathroom..." She stroked his face. "If that had been 


someone's home they'd have pulled all you children out of 
it." Reggie put his arm around her and she let go reluctantly. 
"Do you have enough money? | checked your bank balance, 
but do you have cash? Reggie, give your son some cash for 
emergencies." 

“Thank you," Ricky said, when Reggie handed over a small 
pile of twenties. He had extra cash, but he wasn't going to 
say no to more. Especially not when just accepting the 
money would calm his mom back down. "It's just the four of 
us, this year. The bathroom will be fine. In the dorms, there 
were probably twenty of us sharing the same bathroom. I'll 
be okay, Mom. | promise." 

Reggie handing over a wad of cash was a ritual that never 


failed to relax Suzanne. "I put a flyer for a grocery service 
on 


the fridge." She cupped Ricky's face in her hands and 
leaned 


up to kiss him. "I want you to sign up for it; pick the family 
of four option if you want; you can use Daddy's credit card. 
I'll sleep better knowing you boys are getting fresh dairy and 


veggies every week. Promise me you'll at least think about 


it?" 


"I'll think about it," Ricky agreed. It wouldn't help to explain 
to her that he'd have to talk it over with the guys, or that 
the 


other guys had parents, too. 

"| just want you to be okay," Suzanne said, looking 
distressed. "You'll be careful, the four of you? No candles, 
you don't know how many kids your age set fire to the 
house every year." 

"Honey." Reggie kissed her hair. "Four young men. What 
on earth are they going to be doing with candles? | don't 
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think I've ever actually had a candle in my home that you or 
my mother didn't buy. Stop fretting. Let's go." 

"Call us if you've forgotten anything," Suzanne said, as 
Reggie drew her away. "You didn't take half your things, 
honey. I'll courier them to you if you need them." 

"I'll let you know if | forgot anything | need," Ricky assured 
her, walking them toward the front door. "I love you guys. 
Have a Safe drive back home." 


"We will," Reggie promised. "You know where we are if 


you need us." He led his wife down the steps toward the 
van. 

Suzanne looked tearful, but managed not to cry. "We'll see 
you at Thanksgiving, honey." 

Ricky watched until they were safely in the van and pulling 


out of the driveway, then closed the door and carried his 
last 


box upstairs to his new bedroom. Suzanne had insisted that 
they buy a new mattress for the bed, but otherwise, the 
furniture was just what Charlie had left behind. Still, it 
wasn't so different from his bedroom at home. Ricky was 
sure he was going to like it here. 

Moments after the van pulled out, a couple cars pulled in, 
and then the front door flew open with a crash. The house 
was suddenly full of noise: people arguing at full volume, 
demands for beer, and flying insults. Someone thundered up 
the stairs and past Ricky's door, screeched to a halt, and 
popped back to look in the room. 

"Little bro!" Jason, his black hair in wild, wet disarray and 


his preppy-designer clothes askew from wrestling with 


someone, held out his arms for a hug. "You made it! Dude, | 
missed your folks." 
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"Good thing," Ricky assured Jason, laughing and stepping 
into his arms for a hug. "Were you over at the natatorium 
already?" 

"The swimming place?" Jason hugged him so hard Ricky 
came up off his feet, then Jason plunked him back down. 
"It's The Swimming Place, dude. None of your wordyfancy 
shit." Jason was impossible. "We went over to work out and 
kick some pansy crew ass on the b-ball courts." He play- 
punched Ricky in the belly, pulling it at the last minute. "You 
look buff, little man. | would have been here earlier if I'd 
known you were going to be coming. Your mom is hot." 

"My dad was here, too," Ricky said blandly, rolling his eyes. 
"And, seriously, man, do I go around telling you your dad is 
hot? No. Geez. Keep your brain pictures about my mom to 
yourself." 

"Man, | wanna be your dad when | grow up." Jason was 


relentless, reaching out to tickle Ricky's ribs. "My dad is a 


total guido. Tanorexic. You don't want that shit. You'd get 
orange tan on you." 

"Hey!" Aaron butted in, shoving Jason out of the way with 
his shoulder. "You're here! What do you want on your 
pizza?" The last came out muffled as Jason got himina 
headlock and noogied him. "Dude, stop being a dick!" 
Ricky took advantage of the distraction to get his fingers on 
Jason's ribs. He got in a quick tickle, laughing and ducking 
away when Jason rounded on him. "Pepperoni," he said. 
"Extra pepperoni." 

"Yeah, yeah, we know you like the meat." Jason got him 
around the waist and thumped him onto his new mattress, 
laughing. 

"Oh, God." Aaron kicked Jason in the ass, Knocking him 
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over onto Ricky. "You are such a closet-case, you pig." 
“"BEER'S HERE!" Mike bellowed from the bottom of the 
stairs. There was the familiar clang-thud of a keg being 
dragged into the house. 


Laughing, Ricky wriggled away and off the bed. "C'mon, 


you Said pizza. We can break in my new bed later. Right 
now, | need the other kind of meat." 

"Hey, that was not me volunteering." Jason fell off the bed, 
but managed to twist it into a graceful roll to his feet. He 
threw his arm around Ricky's shoulders and aimed a 
barefoot kick at Aaron's head in the same easy motion. "I 
could take volunteers for you, though," he offered. "I mean, 
crew team's here. They swing more ways than a friggin’ ball 
joint." 

Aaron led the way out the door as Jason steered Ricky 
toward the stairs. He jumped the first flight to the landing 
and leaned over the railing to yell, "Ricky wants double- 
pepperoni. | want Hawaiian." 

"No pineapple," someone yelled back from the living room. 
"What are you, a fucking girl?" 

"Fuck you, bitch," Aaron shot back, tromping down the rest 
of the stairs. "My house, my pizza. Not my fault you're 
pissed 'cause | fucked your mom." 

"Ooh. Was that part of your community service for touching 


little boys?" someone else asked, laughing. 


The crew team. Ben was probably here. Ricky's stomach felt 
tight with anger and residual hurt. The way Ben had treated 
him last year, dating him and fucking him and dumping him, 
had left Ricky unwilling to try again. Until Jack. 
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“Thanks, but no," Ricky told Jason. "I think | can find my 

own volunteers." Maybe that had been his problem, last 
year. Letting other people set him up on dates, rather than 
finding them for himself. 

"Awww. Diddums is all growed up!" Jason got him in an 
affectionate headlock and noogied him at the bottom of the 
stairs. Then he let Ricky go and shoved him toward the 
crowded living room with a resounding smack on the ass 
and a bellow of, "FRESH MEAT!" 

Ricky choked a little and stumbled, then caught himself and 
rounded on Jason, pouncing him and laughing as he tumbled 
Jason down onto the occupied couch. The people sitting 
there laughed and shoved at them, and Ricky got himself 
back on his feet. "You are such a dick," he told Jason, 


laughing. 


Jason was unrepentant, laughing too hard to reply at first. 
"Yeah," he said, regaining his feet with the help -- shoves 
and punches -- from the people he'd landed on. "But I'm rich 
and beautiful," he said loftily, posing briefly before someone 
on the couch kicked him in the ass. 

"Hey! Little bro!" Mike came in and offered Ricky a plastic 
cup full of beer. "Welcome back, dude. New guy pays for 
the pizza." 

Ricky groaned and rolled his eyes. "Oh, yay," he said flatly, 
accepting the cup. "Welcome back, indeed." 

Behind Mike, a head of shaggy blond hair caught Ricky's 
attention. Ben. It wasn't as though Ricky had told any of his 


teammates about the bad break-up, so he couldn't be bitter 
at 


them for it. They just knew that he and Ben had split after 
dating for a while. Ricky turned his attention back to Mike. 
"Maybe | should've had my dad look over that lease 
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agreement. | don't remember seeing anything about pizza 


buying rules in there..." 


“Unwritten guy code." Mike slung his arm over Ricky's 


shoulders and hugged him. "It's in the handbook, dude, 
right 


under not banging a guy's sister. Dude, what happened to 
your arm?" Mike caught sight of the scar when Ricky took a 
drink of beer. 

"Oh." Ricky switched hands with the beer and looked at the 
scar. He'd sort of almost forgotten about it. "Some guy took 


offense when | acted interested, after he came on to me." 
He 


tried to make it sound like it was no big deal, nothing to 
worry about. 

Mike made a questioning noise and took a drink of beer; 
then the implication sunk in. "What the fuck?" he said 
quietly. He hooked a finger through one of Ricky's belt 
loops. "John. Now." Bathrooms did double-duty as 
confessionals in a crowded house. Mike wasn't taking no for 
an answer as he shoved Ricky into the little two-piece 
bathroom in the hall. "What the hell happened? When? Are 
you Okay?" In private, all his big-brotherly concern came 


out. 


"What's wrong?" Aaron poked his head in. He hadn't missed 
the sudden departure. Bathroom-talks were a big deal. Jason 
was a step behind him, looming over his shoulder with one 
hand on the doorframe, listening. 

"I'm fine. Really." Ricky hopped up to sit on the edge of the 
tiny counter. "It wasn't that big a deal." Except where it was. 
"| just... | went out, and this guy was coming on to me, 
except when | went with him, he and his friends decided | 
made a good punching bag. Some folks called the cops, and 
| went to the hospital. That's all." 

"Not that big a deal?" Jason looked furious. "Not... 
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goddamn." He was at a loss for words. Mike, sitting on the 
toilet lid, shook his head, looking grim. 

"Did you get hurt anywhere else?" Aaron looked wounded, 
like someone had hit him as well. He was still mostly in the 
closet, in the habit of picking men up once in a while even 
though he dated women, and he hadn't hid that from Ricky 
once Ricky had come out last year. It could have been him. 


"Just the stitches on my arm. Some scrapes and bruises, 


nothing else." Ricky held up his arm so they could see where 
the shallow cut had been and the scar was now. "It was back 
at the beginning of June, so it's been a while. It's okay. 
Really. | mean, | don't think I'll be going back to that club, 
but whatever." 

"Did they find out who did it?" Jason was suddenly soft- 
spoken and his expression dire. It was easy to forget that he 
had a fierce streak, the way he was such a big, happy goof. 
His father was a high-profile attorney with a reputation for 
ruining lives. Now, unexpectedly, Ricky could see that same 
kind of cold in Jason's eyes. 

"No." Ricky shook his head. "I didn't know the guy's name 
and | guess nobody else really wanted to spill either." He 
shrugged and took another drink of his beer, looking away 
from Jason. "I guess | should start asking for ID or 
something." 

"Or something," Mike said. He got up and ruffled Ricky's 

hair gently. "You tell us if any shit like that goes down here, 
right?" 


"Will do." Ricky gave Mike a smile, for what it was worth. 


He didn't plan on taking risks like that again. He knew which 
places on campus were Safe. 

Mike slipped out past Aaron and grabbed Jason by the ear, 
Slow Bloom - 196 

dragging him away. "Down, boy," he said affectionately. 

"I'll let you have the pizza guy if he's late." 

Aaron was left behind, standing in the doorway, hugging 
himself. When the other guys were gone, he stepped in and 
wrapped his arms around Ricky, holding him tight. He didn't 
say anything, he just pressed a kiss to Ricky's hair and then 
let go. 


“Come on," he said quietly, mustering up a smile. "Let's go 
make sure the damn crew team isn't raiding the fridge." 


Ricky smiled back at him and slung his arm around Aaron's 
shoulders. He'd missed these guys. His teammates. His 
friends. "Beer's probably already gone," he agreed, 
following Aaron out of the tiny bathroom. "They're quick." 
Life was back to normal, that fast, and the next thing he 
knew, everything was laughter and chaos. He was back 


where he belonged. 


KKK 


It was appropriately gray, the day that Jack got off the plane 
in the city he'd fled all those years ago. He got in his rental 


car at the airport and consulted, again, the map on the 
scrap 


of paper he carried in his pocket. He hadn't found Anthony 
on his own; a private investigator he used for his books had 
hunted Anthony down after Jack had spent two months 
trying to talk himself into, and out of, interfering in 


Anthony's life. The specter of Quentin's death ate at him 
until 


he'd called Marie and put her on Anthony's trail. 

"Easiest job you ever gave me," she'd said when she called. 
"You probably could have found him yourself." 

Jack didn't know what he was expecting when he went to 
find where Anthony had lived with Quentin; he didn't expect 
what he found, though. Poverty. Listing, rotting houses with 
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boarded windows. Sagging chain link fences. Ragged little 
look-out boys huddled on their bicycles in the drizzle. Drug 


dealers selling on the corners. Sullen pitbulls chained in 


yards. If he'd only known. 

He pulled into the overgrown driveway of a house that 
looked like all the others and checked the number twice to 
see if it matched his piece of paper. Time to go make 
amends. He took a deep breath and steeled himself as he 
took the sagging steps to the door. 

The doorbell worked, to Jack's surprise, and it was too late 


to flee. There was a long pause, but then a man's voice 
called 


out, "Who is it?" 
"Jack." There was no way he was using the other name. 
"Anthony, it's me. | heard about Quen." 


The locks shot back and chains rattled, then the door 
opened. 


"Jack?" 

The voice, now that the door was open, was Anthony's. The 
large, dark eyes were his. Nothing else was the same. 

The man that stood in the doorway was at least a hundred 
pounds overweight on a slight frame. His hair -- he'd always 
kept his head shaved -- hung in lank, tiny braids. He leaned 


heavily on a cane and one of his feet was bandaged. He was 


wearing a stained white tanktop and ill-fitting gray track 
pants. 


"Ante?" Jack felt sick. "Amanda told me about Quen," he 
said hastily, afraid the door would be slammed in his face. 


"Ante, | didn't know. | didn't..." 

"I Know." The words came slowly, as though speaking were 
an effort. "Come on in." The man -- Anthony, Jack had to 
remind himself -- shuffled back to let Jack in. The house 
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stank of illness in spite of being fairly clean and, after a 
moment, Jack recognized the smell. Gangrene. It wasn't the 
house. He followed as Anthony shuffled painfully back into 
a nearly barren living room and sagged into a battered easy 
chair. "Sorry it took so long," he said heavily. 

It was ten feet from the chair to the door. Jack thought he 
was going to sob. Instead, he nodded and worked up a 
smile. "Me, too," he said. He was going to sit down, but he 
couldn't. He crossed the room in three strides and the next 
thing he knew, he was leaning down to wrap his arms 


around his ex-lover as best he could. "I'm so sorry." 


Anthony's hug was as strong as it had ever been, in spite of 
his softness, and he didn't let go, he didn't push Jack away. 
Jack felt him shake and then heard a muffled sob. "I couldn't 
do anything," he said brokenly. 

"I know you did your best," Jack said, trying to soothe, 
stroking Anthony's greasy braids without a care for it. Ante 
had been his, once upon a time. Jack should have protected 
him more. "Oh, sweetheart. Why didn't you call? What 
happened to you? Let me get you to the doctor, baby." How 
could he have left? Even the argument that they'd left him, 


that they'd always known where he was, that they'd told 
him 


to stay away, didn't keep his heart from breaking. 

"Can't afford it." Anthony shook his head. "Can't afford 
anything now." Jack stopped Anthony, pushing a 
handkerchief into his hand, before he wiped his face on his 
arm. 


This wasn't the man Jack remembered. Anthony had been 
an 


ad man: sharp as a tack, bright-eyed and clever-tongued. 


He'd had his own business; he'd been in demand among 


high-profile clients. He'd had an eye for beauty and wit that 
other people envied. Anthony and Quentin, the computer 
programmer, had connected on an intellectual, calculating 
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level that Jack had never quite matched. Whatever had 
happened in Jack's absence, it had been catastrophic. 
“Quentin... the cancer took everything,” Anthony said, once 
he'd wiped his face and blown his nose. He reached out to 
where Jack was crouched by the chair and patted his 
shoulder as if to comfort him. "I would have called, but 
Quentin... he wouldn't have it. | did everything | could for 
him, Jack, but it wasn't enough. And now..." 

Jack could put it together. Stress. Diabetes. Lousy health 
insurance. Anthony had probably stopped working to care 
for Quentin, and eventually stopped paying for his own care 
to try and pay for Quentin's treatments. That was Ante. 
When it came to love, he was too attached for his own 
Safety. 


"Can we just..." Jack shook his head to clear it. "We're going 
to the ER." He stood and reached out to help Anthony to his 


feet. 

"| told you, | can't..." 

"Shut up," Jack snapped, a shameful surge of anger rising to 
keep him above his guilt about everything he'd done and 
everything he hadn't. Even as Anthony was protesting, his 
hand was out for Jack to take. "This isn't for you. It's not for 
Quentin. It's for me." Jack pulled Anthony to his feet and got 
Anthony's arm around his shoulders. "Understand?" 
Anthony sighed and leaned into Jack, letting himself be 
helped. "Yes, Sir," he said quietly. Jack ignored the sick 
feeling in his stomach -- hearing that come so easily felt 
worse than seeing the disaster, on some level -- and helped 


Anthony to the car. 
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When the nurse left them alone in the tiny space allotted to 


them, the pale striped curtain swinging in her wake, they 
had 


nothing to do but look at each other, nothing to do but talk. 


The controlled chaos of daytime in the ER surged around 


them: children with broken arms, elderly people having 
heart 


attacks, workmen in need of stitches. At least it wasn't an 
inner city hospital. Jack had driven toward the suburbs and 
watched, almost terrified, as Anthony fell asleep in the front 
seat. 

"| would have come, if I'd known you needed me," Jack 
said. There was nowhere to sit and only a couple feet of 


Space on either side of the bed. He leaned on the high end 
of 


the bed, feeling old. 

"I Know." Anthony shivered, even though he was wearing 
the jacket Jack had grabbed out of the car. The lack of 
anything in the house was appalling. "I couldn't do that to 
Quen, though. He had his pride." 


“That makes one of us," Jack said bitterly. "I gave that up a 
long time ago." And look who's still here. 


“They should bring you a chair." Anthony ignored the 
comment and looked around anxiously. 
"| don't need a chair." 


"You should sit. You came all this way." 


Jack sat on the end of the bed next to Anthony's good foot. 
"Better?" 

“That's my spot," Anthony said, smiling wanly at him. He 
was chalky in spite of his dark skin. 

Dying. Oh, God. Jack wanted to find Quentin and kill him 
again. Or hold him. Jack would settle for holding him one 
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more time, would give up all this righteous anger to just feel 
the weight of Quentin's head on his shoulder. Jack didn't 
want to be right about anything anymore. 

"Now it's my place." Jack rubbed Anthony's good leg, 
feeling the sponginess of retained water and the strange 
thickness of Anthony's new flesh. "I like it here fine. I'm just 
sorry we're in a hospital right now. Can't get up to much in 
here." Jack gave Anthony a playful leer, to see if he'd smile. 
"You are still the best-looking man I ever knew," Anthony 
said, then laughed. "God, I'm pathetic." 

"No." Jack kept petting. "No, you're not." 

"Lam." Anthony let his head fall back, shaking it as tears 


rolled over his round cheeks. "Look at me. Or, God, don't. 


I'm disgusting. Rotting. Fuck, it's not enough that I'm old 
and fat and poor, | have to be rotting away. | can smell it. 
Don't think I can't." 

"We'll fix that. And | don't care about the rest." Jack got up 
and took Anthony’s hand, leaning over him and wiping 

away the tears. This was breaking his heart. How much he 
still cared was like an abyss he could tumble into if he got 
too close to the edge. "I made a promise to you. We made a 
promise to each other." Anthony had the scars to prove it. 

"| broke it. Me and Quen, we broke it." Anthony's voice 
caught and he sobbed, shaking his head. 

"We all broke a lot of things." Jack kissed Anthony’s 
forehead, his tear-slick cheeks, and his mouth. "All of us." 
Anthony curled one hand around the back of Jack's neck and 
leaned up to kiss him again. Jack gave him another kiss, and 
then another. The mouth was Anthony's; Jack would have 
known the kisses anywhere. He gathered Anthony up in his 
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arms, careless of the new bulk, of the illness, of any of it, 


and he kissed his old lover until the tears were gone. 


"We'll fix it," Jack said, pressing his forehead to Anthony's 
and trying not to cry himself. "Let me help fix it." 

"You don't have to." Anthony must have learned to be that 
stubborn from Quentin because he sure as hell hadn’t 
learned it from Jack. "You don't know how bad it is, Jack. | 
have so much less than nothing. You can't do that." 

"The books are out again," Jack said quietly. "Thales' books. 
| don't want the money. He made this damn mess. Let him 
pay for it." Jack kissed Anthony again and felt the tension go 
out of him. "Let him help you, if you won't let me." 

"| love you, Jack." Anthony closed his eyes and pressed his 
face against Jack's shoulder. 

"| love you, too, Ante." It wasn't a lie. Jack was shocked to 
his bones to find out how much of a lie it wasn't. He held 
Anthony, ignoring the ache in his back, and stroked 
Anthony’s hair. "I'm so sorry | hurt you, baby." 

"I'm sorry | hurt you, too. Don't tell me | didn't," Anthony 
said wearily. 


"| won't." Jack kissed his temple. "Now let it go. That was 
then. This is now." 


"I wish it weren't." Anthony's voice broke and Jack realized 
Anthony was thinking about Quentin. The reminder made 
his own eyes fill with tears. 
"Me, too, sometimes." Jack hugged him close. "But now is 
pretty good, baby. | promise. Just let me help you live in it 
until you're on your feet again. Just... just give me that 
much." Cleaning up the mistakes of his youth was more of a 
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"| will." Anthony kissed the underside of Jack's jaw, soft 
and submissive, as he always had. "For you." 

eK 
Jack had expected a visit of a few hours, an offer of 
assistance, and then a trip home. Instead, he canceled his 
flights and spent a day packing Anthony's few things and 
talking to people he hadn't seen in ten years. It was easier 
than he'd thought in some ways, harder in others. In spite of 
the ways it was hard, the days were like pulling icicles out of 
his chest, cold shards of anger and shame and guilt and 


regret, pains he'd lived with so long he'd thought they were 


who he was. 


He didn't want people to think he was some white knight. 
He 


lied and told them the money was Quentin's, a small trust 
Jack had given him as a dowry of sorts when he'd entered 
Jack's house, a fund that had grown over the years, but that 
Quentin had refused to spend. Everyone nodded sagely. 

It was just like Jack. It was just like Quentin. As far as they 
knew, Jack was just giving Anthony money that would have 


been his if the law bothered to recognize the relationship 
he'd 


had with Quentin and if Quentin hadn't been so damn proud. 
Everyone seemed contented with this. 

Jack could feel the change when he walked in a room, the 
way people he'd known looked at him like he'd done the 
right thing, so different from when their eyes had been on 
him last. He didn't feel anything but pleased that the old 
circle had let him back in a little bit. Funny how he'd thought 
he'd resent them. Now, he was just happy to see them all 
again. He could almost imagine coming back some time 


when there wasn't so much to do. 
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Friends came to help move Anthony's things and find him a 
new apartment. Jack stayed until the surgery on Anthony's 
leg was done, and then he made himself go to say goodbye. 
Facing Anthony's gratitude was harder than walking up 
those steps the first time. 

"You'll keep in touch?" Anthony asked. He looked lousy, 

but better, lying there in the hospital bed with his legs in 
Slings and an IV running into a port set in his chest. It was 
frightening how little he actually needed to get better, how 
fast he was turning the corner now that he had the basic 
necessities to care for himself. 

"Twill." 

"| don't mean sending Peter or Paul to look for me. | don't 
want to talk to your disciples," Anthony teased. "Though, 
you can send Paul later, when I'm on my feet. Wouldn't mind 
a piece of that." He grinned at Jack, his familiar old, 
mischievous grin. 

"| mean me." Jack kissed Anthony goodbye, on the mouth, 


and then squeezed his hand. 


"I never got to ask." Anthony held onto his hand and 
wouldn't let him go. "Are you okay now? Are you... is it still 
just you?" 

"It's still just me." Jack disengaged himself gently, working 


his hand loose, wishing it were as easy to get his heart out 
of 


things. "I'm fine." 

"You need someone," Anthony said, letting him go and 
Sagging back into the soft pillows. Thales' money, with some 
help from Jack's that he wasn't going to admit to, made sure 
Anthony had a private room. "I hate thinking of you being 
alone." 
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"I'm fine." Jack smiled at Anthony and held his arms out at 
his sides, turning around slowly. "See? All in one piece." 

"| wouldn't know if you were lying," Anthony said. "You 

were always too good at it for me to tell." 

"I'm fine. I'll check in on you soon. Peter and Natalie are 
going to be here when you're released. They found you a 


new place," Jack said as he backed toward the door. "You 


know where | am." 

"I know where you are." Anthony nodded and raised a hand, 
waving goodbye. "Be Safe, Jack." 

"| will be." Jack gave him as smile as he opened the door. 
"You be happy, baby." 

The trip home was as leaden as the trip there. Jack thought 
he might feel victorious and elated, given how much better 


he'd felt in the last days. Instead, he came home to an 
empty 


house in the dark and, for once, felt the weight of that on 
him. He hung his coat up in the front closet. From where he 
stood, he could see the rug in the living room where Ricky 
had been lying that morning he'd come down to find Ricky 
done up like a present for him. 

The memory made Jack smile, made the house a little less 
empty. That was over now, he knew it, but at least it had 
happened. He went up the long stairs, his footsteps echoing, 
unpacked his bag, showered, and wrapped himself in his 
robe. He should have been tired, but he didn't want to go to 


bed alone. 


Instead, Jack put the coffee on and smoked his pipe and 
read 


the frantic emails from his agent. Pot of coffee in hand, he 
sat down at his desk and got out his work. The bed behind 
him was so empty he could feel it. He pulled a bottle of 


scotch out of his drawer and poured that into his mug 
instead 
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of coffee. It would tide him over until he was himself 

enough again that the emptiness felt like relief. It hadn't, not 

for months, but he kept hoping it would feel that way again. 
KKK 

Six weeks crawled by and Jack's life went back to normal, 

except for the occasional phone call to see how Anthony 

was. Even those became less necessary as the weeks went 

on. The leaves started to turn, Jack went hunting and came 

home with a truck full of meat for the freezer. He called his 

father to wish him a happy birthday and suffered the annual 

five minutes of discomfort; on other occasions, Jack just sent 


his parents cards. Still, he always sent the cards, no matter 


where he was. Soon, it was time for the one social event 
that 


Jack committed to every year. 

It was his annual Halloween party, the one he called his 
‘olive branch' to the neighborhood, since they were all quite 
decent about sharing space with a crotchety, eccentric old 
fag. The doors of the house were open, the front yard was a 
masterpiece of horror scenes lit by spooky lanterns, the 
kitchen was full of food, the bar in the game room was being 
tended, the big television was playing Scream. In the back, 
there was a maze made from cornstalks, there were games 
for children on the patio, there were ghosts and lanterns in 
the trees, and an inflatable haunted castle for playing in. 
The place was packed with neighbors and their families and 
friends. Jack, dressed as Inspector Abberline of Jack the 
Ripper fame, had grown elegant muttonchops and a 
moustache for the occasion. He was talking to the Harrises 
about the new zoning for the farms just beyond the gated 
community. If Jack and the Harrises had anything to say 


about it, there was certainly not going to be a quarry put in 


back there. 

The Talbots came in together. Reggie always dressed as a 
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Victorian barrister, and this year was no exception. Suzanne 


had dressed as Cleopatra, complete with a plush snake 
coiled 


around her arm. Jack waved them over; Reggie was a good 
man to have on hand in any kind of legal kerfluffle. The city 
didn't stand a chance against the neighborhood. 

Mrs. Harris -- or, rather, Dolly Parton -- went hurrying over 
to greet them. Her husband flipped back his Willie Nelson 
braids and followed before he could be chastised. Jack 


tossed back his scotch and was about to turn away fora 
refill 


when he caught sight of a tall blonde in a white dress doing 
a 


very passable impression of Marilyn Monroe. He didn't look 
closely at first, though he was struck by how much she 
reminded him of Amanda, that leggy strength and confident 
Stride. 


Marilyn greeted Dolly and Willie with a hug anda 


handshake, respectively. There was a moment of chatter, 
laughing and gesturing to the dress, before the Talbots 
headed toward Jack to greet their host, and Marilyn came 
along with them. 

That was when it sank in. Jack desperately wished for a 
magically-filling shot glass. Where the boy had learned to 
dress like that was beyond Jack. He was beautiful, one of 
Jack's fantasies come to life. Jack swallowed it down and 
smiled for the Talbots. 

"You look lovely this year, Suzanne. I'm disappointed you 
didn't get Reggie here into a toga," Jack teased. 

"Oh, you know Reggie." Suzanne laughed and shook her 


head. "He likes being able to pull out the same costume, 
time 


and again." Reggie just laughed, obviously not at all 
offended by the accurate assessment of his Halloween 
planning. "Your costume is very creative, though." 

“Thank you kindly, Suzanne. | do hope that I'd have been a 
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little more clever in Abberline's shoes back in the day. I'll 


never find out, what with the neighborhood being so safe." 
Jack shook Reggie's hand. "And I can hardly blame Reggie 
for sticking with the classics. Speaking of the classics... it 
wouldn't be a Halloween party without at least one Marilyn 
Monroe to pretty it up." Jack held his hand out to Ricky. 
“Though I don't think we've had one quite so pretty in 
years." 

"| had a lot of help," Ricky admitted, laughing a little as he 
Slipped his hand into Jack's. He was perfectly made up, right 
down to the enameled fingernails and painted lips. 

"Well, there's only so much the professionals can do if the 
canvas isn't perfect." Jack kissed Ricky’s hand like a 


gentleman. "But don't let the other ladies know | said so." 
He 


gave Ricky's hand a squeeze and then let go. "I'm glad the 
three of you could make it. Reggie, I'm off for a refill. Shall 
we get the ladies something to drink?" 

Ricky blushed fiercely, while Reggie and Suzanne laughed. 
"Wine for me," Suzanne said, as Reggie gestured for Jack to 


lead the way to the bar. 


KKK 


It was quieter outside. The yard was full of kids but the back 
porch was empty, except for Ricky sitting on the swing 


drinking a glass of wine. His legs were crossed, very 
ladylike, but the skirt of his knee-length dress had rucked up 
a little, showing off the lacy edge of one thigh-high, skin- 
toned stocking. 


God, he was luscious. Jack was grateful for his long suit 
jacket. "Good evening, Miss Marilyn." It took everything he 
had not to reach out and touch that slender neck where he'd 
once left dark bruises. 
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Ricky looked up, already smiling. The curls framing his face 
were sleek and stylish, far more tidy than they'd been all 
summer. "Hi. | hope you don't mind that | came back for the 
party." 

"Why would | mind?" Jack drew on his pipe, and then 


checked his watch. It was almost time for parents and staff 
to 


start rounding the children up. "The prettiest girl at the 
party 


is always the most welcome." 


Ricky laughed and patted the swing, inviting Jack to come 
sit 


down next to him. "I think Mrs. Fontana would be very 
disappointed to hear you say that." Violet Fontana's low-cut 


velvet catsuit was as racy as one could get for a party 
where 


children were present. 

Jack sat down in his spot on the swing, arm across the back. 
"She's trying too hard. You're a natural." He smiled at Ricky, 
his expression softening. "You remind me of Amanda when 
she was your age." He brushed his fingers over Ricky's 
Shoulder. "The way you carry yourself: so confident." Jack 
needed to remember that he was an old man, and Amanda 
was Suzanne's age. 

Ricky's breath caught a little at the touch; the attraction 
obviously hadn't faded. He smiled, though, and wiggled one 
stiletto-heeled foot at Jack. "I practiced. A lot." 

"It worked." Jack couldn't break the habit of being honest 
with his former lover, and he couldn't keep his desire out of 
his voice, even if he did a good job of stamping it down. 


“Thank you." Ricky's blue eyes grew darker as Jack spoke. 


"I'm glad | came." He straightened his skirt, covering the 
edge of his stockings and the slight bulge between his legs. 
Oh, God, Jack wanted to get his mouth on that. "I wasn't 
quite ready for the drag contest at the bar on campus." 
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"You will be before you know it. Have you taken a look 
around?" Jack stood up and offered Ricky his arm. "They 
did a great job with the decorations this year." 

"Not yet." Ricky put his glass aside and stood up, shaking 
out his skirt and hooking his arm through Jack's. With the 
heels, he was just a little taller than Jack. "Show me?" 

God, the things Jack wanted to do... He'd have been 
attracted, but not pricked to recklessness, if Ricky had come 
looking as he usually did. But Ricky was irresistible in the 
dress. "Maybe we should start around the front," Jack 


murmured as they got to the bottom of the steps. There 
were 


still children everywhere out back. 
Jack led Ricky around by the garage, shifting the temporary 


fencing to let them through. Suddenly, they were in the 
dark, 


under the trees and in the shadow of the house, the noise 
fading to nothing behind them. Jack stopped walking and 
turned to look at Ricky, close so that he could see Ricky's 
features even in the dark. 

“How long are you home for?" What happened now was up 
to Ricky. Jack had compromised his own rules by coming 
this far. 

Ricky didn't answer at first. He reached out, his fingers with 
their pretty painted nails trailing over Jack's muttonchop 
sideburns. "I'm flying back tomorrow night," Ricky said, 
even as he leaned in and pressed his lips to Jack's. 

Jack was careful not to smear Ricky's lipstick too badly even 
while he was kissing Ricky back shamelessly. His arm slid 
around Ricky's waist so that his hand was at the small of 
Ricky's back and he pulled Ricky close. He knew Ricky 


could feel how hard he was, even through the coat and 
pants. 


This felt so much more illicit than their summer dalliance. 
Ricky was getting hard, too, his dick pressing against Jack's 
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hip he pressed close and kissed Jack deeper. 

Jack touched everywhere he could, skimming bare skin and 
curves, one hand on Ricky's ass to pull him just a little 
closer, please, so he could feel Ricky a little more. Ricky's 
breasts pressed against Jack's chest and, while a woman's 


breasts would have been of no interest on their own merits, 
it 


was more affecting than Jack remembered, all that 
unexpected softness. 

Ricky's hands petted the back of Jack's head and over his 
shoulders, like he was trying to remind himself what Jack 
felt like. He purred when Jack pulled him closer and arched 
to press his ass back into Jack's hand. The motion slid his 
dick along Jack's hip and then Ricky's purr sounded more 
like a whimper. 

Jack had missed this, missed those sweet noises. He took 
Ricky's hand and, sure that they weren't being seen by 
anyone, backed slowly toward the garage. Ricky moved with 
him as easily as if they were dancing. 


Jack found the keypad in the dark, behind his back, anda 


moment later he was stepping inside and drawing Ricky in 
with him. As soon as they were inside, he backed up against 
a storage locker and drew Ricky into his arms for another 
kiss. Ricky pressed himself up against Jack all over again, 
one hand sliding down the front of Jack's long suit jacket 
and slipping between the flaps to pet and cup his dick 
through his pants. 

Jack was so hard, but he wanted something more than he 
wanted that. He spun them around so that Ricky had his 
back to the locker and gathered up the skirt until his hands 
found stockings and thighs. The sensation made him groan 
into Ricky's mouth. 

Ricky leaned back against the locker and hooked one leg up 
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over Jack's hip, pulling Jack in against him. He was wearing 


panties under the dress, too, lacy and white. Unbearably 
hot. 


Jack found the swell of Ricky's cock under the lacy panties 
and, after one last kiss, he dropped to his knees. He let the 


Skirt fall but hooked his fingers over the waistband of the 


panties, looking up for permission to continue. 

Ricky's breath was already coming fast, and his teeth dug 
into his lower lip like he was trying to keep from begging. 
"Skirt up," Jack murmured. He used one hand to get it out of 


the way and the other to tug the panties down. He wanted 
to 


take his time and suck Ricky's cock through the lace, but he 
couldn't. God, the sight of that pretty dick made his own 
erection leak as his balls twitched. Jack swallowed it down 
Slowly, sucking hard on the head and letting it slide in. 
Heaven. Ricky tasted so sweet. 

Ricky took the skirt from Jack, holding it up, leaning back 


against the storage locker. He was already moaning, 
pleading 


little sounds like he was just as desperate for this as Jack 
was. 

Jack's hands were free to slide all over those gorgeous legs 
and up to Ricky's ass now that the skirt was up and the 
panties were down. He soaked in all of it, sucking Ricky off 
hungrily. He slid a finger into his mouth to wet it and slid it 


back between Ricky's asscheeks, stroking around Ricky’s 


hole. 

Ricky whispered Jack's name and arched, rolling his hips, 
pushing back against Jack's touches. He was still just as 
eager for Jack's touches as he'd been during the summer, if 
not moreso. Jack's finger was wet, not slick, but Ricky rolled 
his hips and took it in without hesitation. 

Jack shuddered and moaned around the dick in his mouth, 
Sliding his finger in all the way to touch Ricky the way he 
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loved to be touched, stroking him deep inside. Ricky's 
moans came faster, after that, and his hips kept moving. He 
was so sensitive and so tight, just like always, and his dick 
was already leaking pre-come into Jack's mouth. 

Jack hadn't come in his pants without fair provocation in 
decades, but he felt like he was on the verge of falling apart. 
He'd missed this, had made the mistake of getting used to it 
this summer. It was so good; Ricky tasted so good. Jack 
wanted to take him to bed and touch him and hear him and 
make him come just like Jack wanted to make him come 


Now. 


Ricky wasn't going to make it to bed, though, not right now. 
Clenching his hands tight on the skirt, Ricky gasped Jack's 

name and started to come. Jack whimpered and swallowed, 
drawing Ricky in and swallowing the come that spilled over 


his tongue. He wanted to taste it so badly, to feel each 
pulse. 


When the shudders were gone, Jack sucked and licked Ricky 
clean, drew his finger out slowly, and settled the panties 
back in place. He sat back on his heels, feeling appallingly 
guilty. 

Ricky didn't even wait to catch his breath. He dropped his 
Skirt back down and cupped Jack's face in both hands, 
bending over to kiss him on the mouth. "God, I've missed 
you," he whispered, and then kissed Jack again. 

That helped. Jack had no idea how he was going to make 


sure not to use his young lover; he was always afraid that 
he 


didn't know where the line between mutuality and 
manipulation ended. Now, especially now, he couldn't hurt 
someone. Ricky. Not just someone. He kissed Ricky back 


and pushed himself to his feet. 


"Go in by the kitchen door," he murmured. That way Ricky 
could slip upstairs and tidy up. After a moment, his honesty 
forced him to add, "I missed you, too, baby." 
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"Am | going to be able to convince you to fuck me?" Ricky 
whispered. 

Jack cupped Ricky's face in his hands and kissed him again, 
softly. "Just be here after everyone goes home," he 
murmured. He took one of Ricky's hands and pressed it to 
his achingly hard dick. "No convincing necessary." 

Ricky's fingers curled around the shaft and his eyes 
darkened all over again. "Yeah. | can do that." Clearly 
reluctant, he pulled away and turned to head inside. 

Jack opened the garage door for him to step out, and then 
closed it to allow himself a moment's privacy to put himself 
back together. He leaned on the wall inside the door, 


breathing slowly. Then he ran a handkerchief over his face 
to 


get off any lipstick, and did the same to his teeth. He rinsed 


his mouth out with the good brandy he kept in his hunting 


kit. By the time he stepped out of the garage to walk around 
to the front of the house, he was composed again. 
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C hapter Eight 


Ricky cleaned up in the upstairs bathroom. The women at 
the 


cosmetics counter had been right: the lipstick he was 
wearing 


didn't smear much at all. He tidied the edges with a tissue 


and straightened his clothes, then headed back downstairs 
to 


find his parents. They were just getting ready to leave. 
"Ready to go?" Reggie asked, passing off his wine glass to 
one of the staff. 

Ricky shook his head. "I think I'm going to stick around a 
little while," he said. "See if Jack needs some help cleaning 
up." 
"Don't stay out too late. You're taking the red-eye tomorrow 
night," Suzanne reminded him. "I don't want you to be too 


tired for classes on Monday." 


Ricky smiled. "Don't worry, Mom. l'Il be okay." 


His parents left, and Ricky really did help clean up a little. It 
felt good to be here, even if things weren't the same. His 
sophomore year at school was going well, far better even 


than his freshman year had. The guy he was dating at 
school 


was nice enough, but it wasn't anything serious or exclusive, 


so he didn't have to feel guilty about being with Jack 
tonight. 


Ricky didn't miss him, though. Not like he'd been missing 


Jack. Remembering Jack made him feel hot all over again, 
no 


matter where he was or what he was doing. Being back 
here, 


seeing Jack again after two months away, let Ricky know for 
sure that it wasn't just the memories that were attractive. 
About an hour after the guests were gone, Jack was tipping 
the staff and seeing them out the door. When the truck with 


the games and fencing was gone, and the last cars pulled 
out, 


it was silent and Jack turned out the front lights and locked 
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the door. 


Ricky stood in the doorway of the foyer, leaning against the 
frame, watching Jack. God, Jack was gorgeous. The 
elaborate costume just accentuated his broad shoulders and 
his solid build. 

"Hello, pretty girl." Jack turned around, looking Ricky over. 
"Have a good time?" He came over slowly, reaching out to 
set his hand on Ricky's waist. 


"Yeah, | did." Ricky smiled. "It was a great party, and it was 
fun to see all the costumes. | kind of missed this, last year." 


"No idea why you'd rather be here than getting drunk and 
rowdy with your friends," Jack said. There was a smile 


tugging the corner of his mouth that said he had a small 
idea 


why Ricky might have come back. He leaned in to offer 
Ricky a kiss. 

Ricky cupped Jack's face in his hands and kissed his lover, 
slow and soft and hot, showing Jack exactly why he'd rather 
be here. Jack was here. He'd had a choice, and he'd made it. 


The opportunity to see Jack again, even if he hadn't 
expected 


the welcome he'd gotten, had been worth more to him than 


any amount of Halloween parties campus could offer. 

"Can | get you anything?" The rest of the sentence, ‘before | 
take you upstairs,’ was left unspoken, but Ricky heard it 
anyway. Jack pulled Ricky close and stroked his hair. 

Ricky started working the buttons open on Jack's long suit 
coat. He shook his head. No, there wasn't anything he 
wanted right now, except Jack. "Just you." 

"You can have me." Jack kissed him gently and then swept 
him up off his feet in an easy motion. 
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It startled a laugh out of Ricky, and he wrapped his arms 
around Jack's shoulders. "Oh, good. You wouldn't believe 
how hard it is to go up and down stairs in these shoes," he 
said, laughing. 

"Not from personal experience, no." Jack kissed him again 
and carried him to the wide, curving staircase that led up 
from the front hall. "But you're not the first person I've had 
to rescue from their footwear." The large mirror at the first 
landing showed them a striking, if anachronistic pair: leggy, 


lovely Marilyn and stern, gentlemanly Abberline. 


"Walking is okay. | practiced a lot around the house." 
Ricky's teammates had thought it was hilarious, and Ricky 
couldn't disagree. "I should've practiced more on stairs, 
maybe." Up wasn't too bad, but down was hard. 

"Mm. Well, | appreciate the effort. You're a lovely woman." 
Jack carried him up the stairs easily and kissed him when 


they were at the top, and then carried him into the 
bedroom. 


The bedroom was tidy, the bed made; the housekeeper had 
obviously been through since Jack was here last. Jack sat 
Ricky down on the desk where he usually put his laptop and 
stepped back to admire him. "That's a pretty picture," he 
murmured. 

Ricky liked the way Jack looked at him like this. He crossed 
his legs, the skirt dragging up to flash the lacy tops of his 
stockings and the silky white garters holding them up, and 
he smiled. "Glad you think so." 

"Very." Jack looked at him like he wanted to eat him up and 
undid his coat the rest of the way so he could slide it off. 


"Tell me what you want." Jack was already hard and it 


showed clearly once the coat was open. 

Ricky's gaze caught on the bulge in Jack's pants and he bit 
his lip. That. That was what he wanted. Not just Jack's cock, 
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but the evidence that Jack wanted him, and that Jack was 
turned on by all this. "I want you." 


Jack walked over to his bedside table and pulled a few 
things 


out, then tucked them in his pants pocket. "Like that?" 
When 


he came back, he slid one hand up Ricky's thigh under the 


dress and pulled Ricky into a hot kiss, other hand at the 
back 


of Ricky’s neck. 

Ricky uncrossed his legs and pulled Jack closer between 
them. He undid Jack's fly and slipped his hand inside, finally 
feeling the smooth heat of Jack's cock against his palm. He 
moaned, pulling back from the kisses. "This turns you on?" 
he asked, sliding to the edge of the desk so he could feel 
Jack's dick against his own, through the thin fabric of his 


lacy panties. 


"Yes." Jack cupped Ricky's face in his hands and kissed 
Ricky hard, then pulled back to look at him. "I've always 
thought it was beautiful, especially on the right man." Jack 
gave Ricky a little kiss to punctuate it, his hips rocking to 


Slide his dick against Ricky's. "It's even hotter when that 
man 


is already my lover." He reached out and pulled his chair 
close, sitting down between Ricky's thighs. "Does that 
bother you?" He pushed Ricky's skirt up out of the way. 

"I wouldn't have come here dressed like this if | wasn't 
hoping you'd like it." Ricky only realized the extent of it as 
he was saying it. It wasn't something he could reasonably 
expect any of the guys at school to find hot, not really, but 
Jack... Jack was different. 

"Just making sure." Jack kept his eyes on Ricky's face as he 
reached out and undid the garter snaps one at a time, with 
little flicks of his fingers. "I wouldn't assume you were 
dressing to please me; it wouldn't be right to appropriate 
your self-expression that way." He slid his hands up Ricky's 


thighs until he'd gathered Ricky's panties up at the sides. 
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"But, since you wanted my approval, you damn well have it. 
| nearly came in my pants sucking you off." 

Ricky braced himself on his hands and lifted up so Jack 
could slide his panties off. "God, Jack..." He swallowed 

hard and shook his head. The idea of Jack losing control like 
that was so incredibly, unbelievably hot. "I dressed like this 
because | wanted to. But | came here dressed like this for 
you, because | wanted... | wanted you to want me, like this." 
"If | hadn't had a household of guests to worry about, | 
certainly couldn't have held it together. | suppose | owe you 
more proof that you succeeded in driving me to distraction." 
Jack tucked the lacy panties into his vest pocket like a 
handkerchief. He set Ricky's feet on the arms of his desk 
chair so that he could do the garters up again. "What you 
wanted, you got." His cock, jutting from the open fly of his 
pants in contrast to his impeccable clothing, was thick and 
hard, the head dark with need, and pre-come was already 
welling from the slit. 


"| didn't know if you'd like it," Ricky admitted. "But | 


hoped." 

Jack slid his hands up the inside of Ricky's thighs and 
answered him by leaning in and sucking Ricky's balls into 
his mouth. Looking down at Jack, Ricky moaned. Jack's 
head was framed by Ricky's thighs and the soft white dress 
pushed up around his waist. "Oh, fuck. Jack..." Jack's mouth 
always felt so good on his skin, even in the most mundane 
places, like the crook of his arm or the curve of his shoulder, 
but this, this felt amazing. 

Jack sucked and licked and then his fingers, slick with 
something, maybe what he'd put in his pocket, slid between 
Ricky's asscheeks. Holding tight to the edge of the desk, 
Ricky let his head fall back with his next moan. Ricky slid 


one stiletto-heeled foot up Jack's arm to his shoulder, 
resting 
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it there, tilting his hips so he was opened up even more. 
Jack licked up the shaft of Ricky's cock as he slowly teased 
fingers into Ricky. It didn't take long to get three fingertips 


dipping inside with shallow little pushes, opening everything 


up and making it alive with sensation. Then Jack leaned 
back 


to watch as he slid those fingers in slowly, all at once. 
Ricky got his other foot up on Jack's shoulder and he arched, 
bringing his hips up off the desk to take Jack's fingers in 


faster. He was panting, flushed and breathless and more 
than 


ready for them. 

Lips parted, breathing hard, Jack stood, careful not to shake 
Ricky's feet from his shoulders. The move opened Ricky up 
even more and Jack pumped fingers in and out of Ricky 
while he pulled a condom from his pocket with his free 
hand. "Like this?" He smiled wickedly, like he knew Ricky 
was hardly in a position to think clearly. "Skirt up around 
your waist on my desk... what would people say?" 

"That I'm really fucking lucky," Ricky muttered breathlessly, 
hooking his feet over Jack's shoulders. He was already so 
hard that even the smallest brushes of his dick against the 
dress made him whimper, and just the idea of being fucked 
like this by Jack was almost too much. 


When Jack leaned over to kiss Ricky, he drew his fingers 


out and put the head of his cock in their place, starting to 
Slide in. "Maybe they'd be jealous," Jack murmured, his 
voice rough and unsteady. "Jealous of me." 

Ricky couldn't think enough to answer. He just moaned, 
getting his hands around the back of Jack's neck to hold on 
and keep him close for more kisses. He was perched 


precariously on the edge of the desk; Jack was the only 
thing 


keeping him from falling. 
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Jack wrapped an arm around Ricky's back and planted his 


feet wide to keep stable, bracing himself on the desk with 
his 


free hand. Even in an unusual position like this it only took 
Jack a few strokes to find the angle that would drive Ricky 
through the roof with pleasure. Every thrust sent shocks of 
heat through Ricky, and he whimpered, begging for more. 


Even when he was so desperate that he was scrambling for 
a 


grip on the back of Jack's neck, his hip, it felt like he'd never 


get enough. Ricky wasn't quite sure what he wanted. Jack 


was already giving him everything. He just kept begging, 
"Please. Jack, please. Don't stop. Fuck, that's so good. You. 
You're so good. Please, more." 

Jack seemed to understand. He kissed Ricky's mouth and his 
throat and his bare shoulders, murmuring about how 
beautiful he was tonight. Jack was so hard and thick, and he 
fucked Ricky relentlessly, letting his own need show 
through his self-control. "Not stopping, baby," he 
murmured, when Ricky got frantic, kissing Ricky's mouth to 
slow the pleas. "I won't let you down." 

When Ricky finally came, it felt like falling apart from the 
inside out. He cried out into Jack's mouth, holding on tight 


with both hands as he shuddered hard enough that it felt 
like 


he was going to fall off the edge of the desk. 

Jack fucked him through it, hard and steady, holding him 
safe. "There you go, just like that," he said roughly, kissing 
Ricky over and over again. "I missed you, sweetheart." 
“Missed you,” Ricky echoed. He'd wanted this so much, to 


feel Jack inside him, fucking him, wanting him like this. He 


could tell, now, that Jack had wanted it, too, had missed it 
like Ricky had. Ricky nipped at Jack's lower lip, and then 
arched up to kiss him hard, tightening his body around 
Jack's cock. 
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Jack kissed Ricky back, moving so that Ricky's legs were 
wrapped around his waist and he could kiss Ricky back onto 
the desk. Then he straightened up to look at Ricky all spread 
out under him. "Gorgeous," Jack murmured. He stroked 
Ricky's thighs to his hips, hooking his thumbs in at Ricky's 
hipbones and wrapping his hands around. "I could just look 
at you..." Jack was moving again, harder and faster with 
every stroke, his hands tight on Ricky's hips. 

Ricky wrapped his legs tight around Jack's waist, pulling 

him in with every stroke. The way Jack was looking at him, 
Ricky didn't think he'd ever get enough of that. He arched 
and writhed, rolling his hips to get Jack's dick in deeper. 
Jack was usually relatively composed, even when he came, 
but not tonight. His hips slammed into Ricky's ass hard and 


his breath caught as he started to come. For a moment, he 


looked utterly overwhelmed. Then he arched as pleasure 
ripped through him, fucking Ricky hard and shouting his 
name. 

That was so fucking hot. Ricky moaned, arching up into it. 
The way Jack lost control like that was incredible, something 
Ricky had thought he wouldn't ever see. It felt like the very 
best kind of praise. Ricky kept moving with Jack until Jack 
started to slow down. 

When Jack finally got control of himself again, he leaned 
forward, barely managing to catch himself with his hands on 
either side of Ricky's shoulders, breathing hard. He focused 
on Ricky, still shaking with the last of his orgasm, hips still 
moving on instinct. Whatever he saw in Ricky's face must 
have satisfied the flicker of worry, because he closed his 
eyes and let the last shudders take him. 

Ricky pushed himself up on his elbows and caught Jack's 
mouth in a soft kiss. "So good," he whispered against Jack's 
lips. "So hot. It always feels so good when you fuck me." 
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He'd tried with other guys since the summer, and knowing 


how to take care of himself made it better, but it was still 
never as good with anyone else as it had been with Jack. 
Jack kissed him back, tenderly, slowly pulling himself back 
together. "You, too. You feel so good," he murmured. He 


kissed Ricky like that for a little while, and then he pulled 
out 


with a shiver. He got rid of the condom with tissues and 
tossed it in the waste bin under the desk. Then, kissing 
Ricky again, he scooped Ricky up in his arms to carry Ricky 


to the bed. "Why don't you get out of that dress and we'll 
get 


it clean," he offered as he laid Ricky down. 


It had come and probably lube on it; it definitely needed to 
be 


cleaned before Ricky wore it home. Ricky sat up and 


brushed a little kiss over Jack's lips. "Sure. Just let me..." He 
reached down to wiggle the shoes off his feet, and then 


stood up and reached behind his neck for the halter tie. His 
feet hadn't hurt much in the shoes, but now that the shoes 
were off, they felt odd and achy; at least he was steady. 


Jack sat back on the bed to watch and made no secret of it. 


Ricky smiled a little, feeling almost shy for all that Jack had 


seen him naked more times than he could count by now. 
The 


straps of the dress fell forward when he untied them, and he 
caught the front with one hand pressed to his chest. 
Reaching behind him with his other hand, he worked the 
little zipper down. When he let the top of the dress fall, the 
whole thing slithered down his body to the floor, leaving 

him in nothing but the stockings, garters, and a white satin 
Merry Widow corset that the garters were clipped to. 

There was a soft smile on Jack's face, for all that he'd been 


lustful a moment before. Maybe he'd caught the shyness 
and 


found it sweet; that would be like him. "You look beautiful," 
Jack said, again. He rose and came over to kiss Ricky, one 
hand at the small of Ricky’s back, one hand cupping one of 
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his breasts as though it were real. 

Ricky tilted his head and opened up to the kiss, feeling just 
as pretty as Jack's words and Jack's expression had said he 


was. "Thank you," he murmured. It felt good to dress like 


this, to be noticed and admired for it, and petted and 
praised. 


"Why don't you let me take care of that for you." Jack 


gestured to the back of the door where his blue and tan 
robe 


hung next to a nice white one. "Hotel insisted | needed a 
new 


robe. Go put that on if you're cold." He kissed Ricky on the 
forehead and bent to collect the dress. 


Ricky stepped out of the dress and, though he wasn't 
actually 


cold, went to get the robe. It was white, just like his lingerie. 
Ricky pulled it on and tied the belt loosely around his waist. 
"I can see why you wouldn't want to use it yourself," he 
said, teasing. The robe was lush and soft, with a satin collar 
and deep, embroidered pockets. 

"It's like wearing a couch," Jack griped as he headed for the 
bathroom with the dress in his hand. 

"| don't know," Ricky mused. "I don't think a couch would 
feel this good." If Jack wasn't ever going to wear it, then 


Ricky didn't feel so guilty about getting traces of come and 


lube on it. He padded over to the bed and lay back in the 
pillows, getting comfortable. 


After a few minutes, Jack came out with the damp dress on 
a 


hanger. He opened up one of the long side windows and 
hung it there; the cool wind came in and stirred it and the 
curtains. 


"It suits you," Jack said, turning to look at Ricky. It probably 
would have looked incredible on Jack, with his dark tan and 


silvered hair, but Jack wasn't one for that. He started to 
undo 


his vest, still looking at Ricky. 
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Ricky smiled and ran his hand over the soft fabric. "I'm 
pretty fond of the red one you gave me, though." 

"That suited you, too. You still wear it?" Jack got the tiny 


buttons on his beautiful vest undone and hung it on the 
back 


of the door with his coat, then he bent to unlace the shoes 
that matched the costume. 


"It's... comfortable." Ricky wore it after showers and before 


bed and sometimes when he jerked off and wanted to think 
of Jack. In other words, he wore it a lot. He wasn't about to 
let himself feel embarrassed for it, though. Jack had given it 
to him, and he wanted to wear it. 

Jack undressed slowly and hung things up neatly over the 
back of his chair. Ricky watched him avidly as more and 
more of his bronze skin was bared. Then, Jack rubbed his 
hand over his face. "I should go shave this scrub brush off." 
He came over to give Ricky one last fuzzy kiss. 

Ricky cupped Jack's face in his hands and kissed him softly. 
"It looks good on you. But | liked being able to see your face 
better." 


"I'll be right back." Jack padded off to the bathroom and 
then 


the water was running. 

Ricky looked over at the desk where paperwork and things 
were pushed aside; all Jack's work was mussed. Because 
Jack had fucked him there. Jack had seen him in the dress 
and had wanted him like that. Ricky had felt uncertain, 


though he'd pushed it down, and now he felt like he could 


float away. He cuddled down in bed, smiling, so he'd still be 
there when Jack got back. 

"I'm never going to get anything done when | wear that robe 
now, you know. | mean, nothing like work." Jack tumbled 
Slow Bloom - 226 

back into bed with him and cuddled him up, all clean-shaven 
and smooth. 

Ricky laughed and snuggled up close. "I thought you hated 
this robe." 

"Well, | don't now!" Jack laughed and hugged him. "Hell, 

it's a very nice robe now." He kissed Ricky on the cheek, 

still laughing. 

"A robe for work and a robe for play, then?" Ricky teased, 
nuzzling against Jack's cheek. 

"Looks that way." Jack sighed contentedly and kissed 

Ricky's temple. "So, wonder boy. What on earth made you 
decide to come to my party dressed as Marilyn Monroe? 
Aside from some unerring instinct you seem to have for 
making me change my mind about everything." 


Ricky laughed a little and ducked his head so Jack couldn't 


see him blush. "I was reading... Do you remember when you 
took me shopping? And the clerk recommended that book, 
the one by Thales? | was reading some of his stuff, and | 
just... What he said about cross-dressing, about how sexy it 
could be... | wanted to try that. And | knew that even if you 
didn't like it, you wouldn't, you know, laugh at me or 
something. | remembered all the pictures you've got of 
Marilyn Monroe, and | thought..." 

Ricky bit his lip and admitted, "There were a lot of things in 
those books... | guess | never really thought about how 


they'd feel, what it would really be like, but the way he 
wrote 


about them, the cross-dressing and some other stuff, he 
made everything sound really.... | don't know. Just really 
hot." 

"| see." Jack stroked Ricky's cheek, pressing it to his 
shoulder and cuddling him, hiding his blush. "So that's all 
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pretty important to you, then." 


"It's..." Ricky bit his lip and thought about it, about how to 


say it. "It is, yeah. | mean, maybe | wouldn't like some of 


those things as much in practice as | do in theory? But this-- 


He gestured to the lingerie he was wearing. "This felt really 
good, you know? And | don't think | would've even thought 
about doing it, if | hadn't read that book." 


"| see." Jack rocked him a little and kissed his hair. "You 
gonna keep doing this, baby? Not just the being pretty. | 


mean coming back here." 

"Do you want me to?" Ricky was torn between wanting to 
see Jack's face and not wanting to watch while Jack told him 
no. "I Know | wasn't supposed to." 

Jack was quiet a minute. "Yes, | still want to be your lover. 
So come back when you want to come back. Okay?" 

"Okay." Ricky moved so he could smile at Jack, relieved and 
pleased to be welcomed back. 

“Those books were pretty important to me once, you know." 
Jack kissed Ricky on the mouth, then pulled back to look at 
him again. 

"Really?" Ricky sort of remembered the clerk at the store 


asking Jack if he'd heard of the author and Jack saying he 


had all the books, but they hadn't really talked about any of 
the books since then. 

"Yeah. I'll show you." Jack kissed him on the forehead and 
then got up. On the way across the room, he picked up his 
bathrobe and pulled it on. 


He opened up one of the three battered filing cabinets 
lurking 


in the corner, the bottom drawer, and dug around in the 
back. 
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What he came back with was a stack of paper, old, old 
paper, 


tied with a string. He sat down on the bed facing Ricky and 
put it in his lap. The top sheet of paper had Jack's name and 
address up in the top left corner; Ricky could see it even 


though the pages were curling. In the center was the title, i, 
and under it the name, ‘Thales.’ 


Ricky stared at the top sheet of the... the manuscript. 
Slowly, 


carefully, he ran the tip of his index finger over Jack's name 


and address in the corner, and then he raised his head to 
look 


at Jack. He wasn't sure what to say. He'd read this book, and 


all the others, fiction and non-fiction. He'd learned a lot 
about 


the stranger named Thales, about the things he'd done and 
had done in his name. But Thales had just been some man 
who'd written some books. This was Jack. "Jack..." 

"They keep bringing them back into print," Jack said, 


sounding a little tired. "| guess they keep meaning 
something 


to people. | suppose they still do to me, even though that 
hasn't been my life for years." He reached out and touched 
Ricky's hand tentatively, stroking the back of it like he'd lost 
the right to kiss him. "Only a few people knew then, fewer 
still Know anymore. But | couldn’t not tell you. 

Understand?" 

Ricky nodded numbly. "Thank you for telling me," he said 
quietly, even though he wasn't feeling grateful for the 


knowledge at all, right then. "I won't say anything to 
anyone. 


| haven't told anyone anything that | only know about you 


because I'm your lover. | wouldn't do that." Was he still 


Jack's lover? Did he want to be, knowing what Jack had 
done to people, as Thales? He wasn't sure. 

"I know," Jack said simply. "I trust you. And | know you 

trust me. Maybe I'm getting old, but | couldn't live with 
myself if | didn't respect that gift." Jack stood up and walked 
away, giving Ricky his space. "The fiction is fiction. The 
other isn't. You can ask me anything you want. | don't want 
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to tell you and leave this silence there for you to deal with. | 
just..." He stopped and leaned on the desk, looking at Ricky. 
"I know it's a lot to deal with. But it would be worse. Later." 
Ricky put the manuscript down on the bed, careful of the 
curled edges of the paper. "I don't know what to ask," he 
murmured, slipping up off the bed and pulling the robe tight 
around himself. "Not right now." 


He was trying not to feel manipulated, because he knew 
that 


Jack hadn't pushed him to read those books, hadn't even 
been the one to suggest he read the first of them. It wasn't 


Jack's fault that they'd gotten under Ricky's skin like they 


had, and now Ricky... he had to think about what it all 
meant. He walked over to stand in front of Jack and forced 
himself to meet Jack's eyes. 


"| read all those books," he said slowly. "And so... | know a 
lot about that guy, Thales. And | think... | think | need to 


take a little time to figure out what | know about you." 
Jack nodded slowly. "I'm not going to tell you I'm not him. | 


am. But that's not all | am. It's not all | was at the time. In 
the 


end, they are just books. Books don't grow old, they don't 
lose who they love, they don't understand where they went 
wrong, and they don't learn." Jack held his hand out, palm 
up. "If you want to speak to me, say so. If you want to come 
back, come back. I'm sorry for this, Ricky." 

Ricky slid his hand into Jack's and squeezed lightly. "Thank 


you for telling me," he said again, quietly, and then he 
pulled 


away to go put his dress back on. He needed to think, and 
he 


couldn't do that here, with Jack. Not when all he wanted to 


do was curl up against Jack's chest and pretend he didn't 


know that Jack was the man who'd written all those books. 
eK 
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From: Ricky Talbot (mrtalbot@...) 

Subject: Questions 

Date: 13 November 

To: Jack Corson (jcorson@...) 

Jack, 

You said that it would be okay if | asked some questions. | 

couldn't think of anything to ask, not right then. But I've 

been rereading, and thinking a lot, and if you're still willing 

to answer, | have some questions now. 

| Know that you've never pushed me to do anything | didn't 

want, and | know you wouldn't. | trust you. But it's hard to 

look at the things you've done and not wonder what you 

would want from me. Do you still want those things? Do 

they still turn you on? 

| told you that when I was reading, | wanted to try some of 

it. But some of those things, | don't know if | could even try. 


| liked it when you spanked me, but you've whipped people, 


Jack, and I don't know if | could take that. So | guess my 
first question is whether or not | should look at those books 
as a guide to what you want. 
The only other thing | really want to know is why you 
stopped being Thales. 
--Ricky 

eK 
From: Jack Corson (jcorson@...) 
Subject: RE: Questions 
Date: 13 November 
To: Ricky Talbot (mrtalbot@...) 
Ricky, 
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It's always fine to ask me questions. If you think of any 
more later, you can ask, whenever it is. There's no statute of 
limitations on this. 
| think that wanting things and turning me on are different. 
Did | want you to dress up like you did for Halloween? No. 


There was nothing missing there at all, nothing | wanted 
that 


you didn't give me. 

Do those things turn me on, still? Some of them. Some of 
them, | can't bear anymore, or | think | couldn't. | haven't 
been intimate with anyone who wants any of them for some 
time now. 

Don't take those books as a guide to what | want. They're 
what I've done, and | can't speak to whether or not | wanted 
it all even then. Thales was another name | took to protect 
myself, but he was also an entity who carried out people's 
fantasies. | didn't ever do things to people without their 
complete consent. | Know, looking back, that | wouldn't have 
consented to be the one to carry some of them out, if I'd 
known then what | know now. 

| couldn't do some of it now. And | couldn't do it to you. The 
thought of whipping you makes me ill. | don't think | could 
do it even if you wanted me to. That's not who | want to be 
to you. | don't want to be that person to you, Ricky. Ever. | 
can't be. It's okay if you want someone to be, but it can't be 


me. 


| left because | couldn't keep being this entity that Thales 
had 


become to the people around me. Somehow, they couldn't 
let 


me change. | was the Master, but in the end, | rebelled 


against them. | submitted to someone else, publicly, 
because 


| wanted to do it. Because it was who | was in the moment. 
Amyas and Shakir, my partners at the time, left me for it. | 
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understand why they did it, but it didn't change my mind. 
That was when | knew I couldn't be in a world where | 
couldn't be who | was, but had to be in service to this ideal 
other people made me out to be. 

The person who died, who no one told me about, was 
Amyas. | would have gone to his funeral, | would have 
wanted to, but no one thought to tell me, and no one was 
surprised | didn't come. They didn't know me. | was tired of 
no one knowing me. 

| did it to myself; | had a part in hurting all of us. People 


who knew Jack couldn't know me, because | had another 


life. People who knew Thales couldn't know me either, since 
| was supposed to be above them. | moved to a place where 
no one knew me, and kept it like that as long as | could. | 
wasn't sorry for it. | wasn't unhappy, don't mistake me. | was 
lonely, sometimes, but relieved, and peaceful. 
| hope this answers things for you. If you want to know 
more, you can always ask. 
Jack 

kK 
From: Ricky Talbot (mrtalbot@...) 
Subject: RE: Questions 
Date: 13 November 
To: Jack Corson (jcorson@...) 
Jack, 
Thank you. I'll be home over Thanksgiving. If you won't be 
busy, I'd like to come over for a little while. 
--Ricky 
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KKK 


From: Jack Corson (jcorson@...) 


Subject: RE: Questions 
Date: 13 November 
To: Ricky Talbot (mrtalbot@...) 
Ricky, 
I'm writing that weekend. You can come over whenever you 
like. I'll schedule some leeway into my plans. 
Jack 

eK 
Ricky stood in the doorway and waved goodbye as his 
parents pulled out of the horseshoe-shaped driveway to go 
pick his grandparents up from the airport. Once they were 
gone, he ducked back in to get his boots and coat on, and 
then headed over to Jack's place. He'd said he was going to 
come over, and as nervous as he was, he wasn't going to 
back out now. 
Ricky had spent the past few weeks thinking about 
everything he knew about Jack, and everything he knew 
about Thales, and working to reconcile the two. Jack had so 
easily let it go when Ricky had said he'd wear a collar and 


leash, just saying that Ricky would look good like that. 


Ricky knew he could trust Jack not to manipulate him into 


doing any of the things that had been done in those books, 
if 


Ricky didn't want to do them. He trusted Jack. And so he 
pressed the doorbell, and waited. 

There was a thumping of boots on the polished front stairs - 
Anna wasn't going to be happy about that -- and then the 
front door swung open. Jack looked even bigger in his Aran 
sweater and green slacks and hunting boots. "Ricky." He 
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took his pipe out of his mouth and stepped back. "Come on 
in." 

Ricky stepped inside and looked up at Jack. Jack, who had 
always been so good to him. When Jack closed the door, 
Ricky reached up to cup Jack's cheek and then leaned up on 
his toes to brush a soft kiss over Jack's lips. "I'm sorry | left 
like that. | just... needed to think." 

Jack stroked Ricky's cheek with the back of his knuckles and 
nodded. "You've got not a damn thing to be sorry for. It was 


a lot to get your head around." He gestured to the back of 
the 


house. "You want to come in? There's coffee on." 

“Coffee would be really good." Ricky had flown in early that 
morning and, even though he'd slept on the plane, he was 
tired. 


The house was cold, but the kitchen was warm; there was 
an 


old woodstove in the corner that was radiating heat. Jack 
poured two cups of coffee for them. "Hungry?" 

Ricky laughed. "I think my mom will kill me if I'm not 
absolutely starving when dinner rolls around. She has 
enough food to feed an army." 

"Wouldn't want that, then." Jack brought Ricky his coffee, 
fixed the way Ricky liked it, and sat down opposite him. 
Jack looked over at Ricky as he tapped his pipe out into the 
old amber glass ashtray in the middle of the table. "You 
doing okay?" 

"Yeah." Ricky looked down at his coffee and then back up at 
Jack. "When I was reading i, and the rest, | wasn't really 
looking for you. Or for me. And some of the stuff seemed... 


harsher, the first time | read it. So | had to look at all of it 


again." Looking at it again, he'd found questions, and Jack 
had given him answers. 
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"Some of it is harsh. And cruel." Jack leaned back in his 
chair with his coffee, watching Ricky. "What did you find 
this time?" 

"That you were careful. That you never asked more than 
someone was willing to give, and sometimes you wouldn't 
take, even when they were offering." Ricky had seen that 
Jack cared about his partners and had treated them like 
partners, valued and worthy of respect, even though they 
were submissive to him. That was what had finally 
convinced him that everything he knew about Jack still held 
true. 

Jack was quiet a moment, drinking his coffee. He looked like 
something was paining him, then it passed. "Thank you. | 
wasn't always a good partner; | wasn't always good at it, like 
everyone else, | guess. But | tried to be a good Master. | 
might have succeeded, at least most of the time." 


"Nobody's perfect." Ricky sipped at his coffee. "You told 


me yourself that books don't learn from their mistakes. You 
do, though, don't you?" Ricky had had to remind himself of 


that so many times while he was rereading that it came 
easily 


now. 

"Always. Can't make it in this world if you don't." Jack had 
certainly made it, on a lot of fronts. He was wealthy and 
successful and had managed to weather a lot of storms. "I 
don't like making mistakes. Period." He put down his coffee 
and crossed his arms over his chest. "If I'm going to hurt 


someone, it's going to be deliberate." There were quite a 
few 


public figures who could attest to Jack's skill at that. Ricky 
knew from reading Jack's other books, the ones written by 
Jack Corson and not by Thales, that Jack didn't pull any 
punches with people who crossed the line. 

"I'm risking getting hurt no matter who | get involved with." 
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Ricky felt like he was repeating everything he'd realized 
over 


the past few weeks, but maybe Jack needed to hear it, to 


know Ricky had really thought about everything. "And | 
trust you." 

“There are other people you could learn to trust," Jack said 
calmly. 

"I'm sure there are." Ricky put his coffee down and came 


around the table to stand beside Jack. Shoving his hands 
into 


his pockets, he said, "If you're trying to push me away, just 
Say so, and I'll go. You don't have to be a dick about it. | 
don't want to push you into anything any more than you've 
ever pushed me." 

"I'm not being a dick about it." Jack's jaw clenched and his 
expression tightened around his eyes. "I'm trying to do the 
right thing here." 

Ricky was Starting to wish, all over again, that Jack hadn't 
told him. If Jack was just going to dump him anyway, he 


could've saved them both a lot of trouble. "I'm not sure 
what 


you want me to do, Jack. Did you not want me to be able to 
deal with it?" 


"Hell, no. I've only been sitting here for weeks, digesting my 


own insides, hoping you were okay. Hoping that -- whether 
you came back or not -- | hadn't fucked up your chances of 
trusting someone else. Of course | wanted you to be able to 
deal with it." Jack pushed his chair back as he got up and 
then he stepped around Ricky on his way to the sink where 
he dumped the last of his coffee out with a splash. "And | 


don't want you back here because | did something that 
makes 


me feel like the lesser of a whole fuck-ton of evils out there 
in the world. Telling you was a shitty, shitty thing to do." 
He turned around to look at Ricky, leaning on the counter. 


"It wasn't just me being honorable. | could have not told 
you, 
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but I’m too tired to feel that guilty every damn day. | should 
have told you never to buy those books but | was... | have 
no idea... shut down. | wasn't ready for it. | had no fucking 
idea what to say that wouldn't cause a scene. I'm sorry." 
"You're assuming | wouldn't have found those books on my 
own, later, or that you telling me not to buy them wouldn't 


have made me ask more questions than it was worth. You 


were honest with me." Ricky just watched Jack. He didn't 
know what he was doing here. He didn't want to pressure 
Jack into anything. 

Until today, Ricky hadn't thought he could pressure Jack into 
doing anything he didn't want to do, but the way Jack was 
putting distance between them now, Ricky couldn’t help but 
feel like Jack didn't want him here and was too nice to just 
come right out and say so. "I'm not here because... I'm here 
because | wanted to be. And if you don't want that anymore, 
if you don't want me anymore, just... | don't know. | was 
feeling glad that you'd told me, but if you were just going to 
dump me anyway, | kind of wish you'd saved us both the 
trouble of dealing with it." 


"I'm not... " Jack shook his head. "I'm not dumping you." He 
turned to grab a bottle of scotch out of a side cupboard and 


he poured it into his empty coffee cup. "I don't dump 
people." 

Ricky tugged at his hair with both hands, trying to breathe 
through his own frustration and hurt. "Good," he finally 


muttered, stalking over to Jack and pushing aside the coffee 


cup to get his hands on Jack's face. If Jack wasn't dumping 
him, then maybe they were getting somewhere. Without 
giving Jack a chance to pull back, Ricky leaned up and 
kissed him on the mouth. It wasn't the light, apologetic kiss 
from the entryway. This one was far more aggressive, 
demanding that Jack respond to him. 
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The cup clattered on the counter before Jack got his arms 
around Ricky and kissed him back, hard. "I'm sorry," he 
whispered roughly, and then he kissed Ricky again. His 
arms were twitching with tension; he kept petting Ricky's 
back and hair and face like he was making sure Ricky was 
still there while they kissed. 

"Stop being sorry and just let me be here with you," Ricky 
murmured, pressing himself up against Jack and sliding his 
hands to cup the back of Jack's head. Even while he'd been 
trying to figure out what he thought of Jack, he'd missed the 
feeling of Jack's body against his, missed the way Jack 
kissed him. 


"I'm glad you're here," Jack said between kisses. Jack 


snuggled Ricky against him and kissed away from his 
mouth, over his jaw, and along his throat. He nuzzled 
Ricky's ear and rubbed his cheek against Ricky's, then 
sighed, his breathing finally easing. 

"Me, too." Ricky ducked his head down to rest his cheek on 


Jack's shoulder and closed his eyes, listening to Jack 
breathe. 


The sound was slow and even, letting Ricky know things 
would be okay. 

Jack kissed his neck, nuzzling into the curve of it. "You're 
okay now?" Jack stroked Ricky's hips and the curve of his 
ass. 

"Yeah, I'm okay." Ricky nodded against Jack's shoulder, and 


then lifted his head so he could kiss Jack on the mouth 
again, 


softer this time. "Are you?" 
"Aside from being an old jackass, | think so." Jack kissed 


him back gently. Ricky smiled at that, and settled in for 
more 


soft, sweet kisses. Eventually, Jack pulled back to look at 


Ricky, stroking Ricky's hair back. "How long do you have?" 
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Ricky glanced at his watch and did the math. "Hour and a 
half. They went to the airport." It felt so good to be petted 
like that. Ricky let his eyes slip shut as he leaned into the 
touches. 

"Okay." Jack kissed him on the forehead. "Want to go soak 
in the hot tub? Or... " Jack kissed the side of his throat. 
"Anything you want." 

"It's cold outside," Ricky reminded Jack, tilting his head to 
bare his throat for Jack. It was cold inside, too, but Jack was 
warm. 

“That can be fun for fat old bears like me," Jack teased. He 
nibbled along Ricky's neck. "I don't give a damn where we 
end up. | just want to touch you for a while." 

"Couch?" Ricky suggested. "Bed?" 

"Bed, if you want it, baby." Jack kissed him gently on the 
lips. "You just have to say." Jack cupped Ricky's ass in 
those big hands and drew him close, rubbing against him. 
"| want it." Ricky pressed right back up against Jack and 


kissed along Jack's jaw, nibbling a little. "I want to be close 


to you." That hadn't changed at all, not even a little bit. 
Jack wrapped him up in big arms and pulled him close. 
Usually, it was Jack snuggling him up and keeping him safe. 
Now, it was Jack holding onto him. Jack held on for a few 
breaths and then let him go slowly. 

"Come on to bed, then," Jack said quietly, offering Ricky his 
hand. 

Ricky finally realized that Jack had thought he was going to 


leave. Jack had spent all that time thinking he wasn't going 
to 


want to be with him anymore, and then when he came back 
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and still wanted him, Jack hadn't Known what to do with it. 
Ricky kissed Jack again, soft and light, and then slid his 
hand down Jack's arm to take his hand. He could show Jack 
that he wasn't going anywhere. 

Jack led Ricky up the back stairs to the bedroom where the 
cool wind was swirling in an open window and making the 
curtain billow. Jack's desk was piled with research and there 


were stacks of books on the floor. Most of what was in the 


waste bin was beer cans and empty scotch bottles. The bed 
was made, meaning Jack hadn't been in it since Anna had 
come through, as long as it had taken the waste bin to get 
more than half full. 

"I'll go close the window." Jack kissed his hand and let it go. 
Ricky bent over to untie his boots and slip them off, because 
he meant to stay a while. As long as he could. "Come to bed 
with me?" he asked, putting his boots near the door and 
going to stretch out on the bed. 

Jack kicked his own boots under the desk and dropped his 
sweater on the back of the chair before coming over. He 
looked at Ricky on his bed and shook his head slightly, 
maybe without even knowing it, and then sat down beside 
him. 

Ricky reached out, petting Jack's cheek and lips with his 
fingertips. "Turns out it's a lot harder to seduce you when 
I'm wearing winter clothes, instead of denim cut-offs," he 
murmured, grinning a little. 

"It's not you, it's me." Jack leaned over him and kissed him 


Slowly. "Trust me. You're beautiful, no matter what you 


wear." 
Ricky hooked one leg over both of Jack's and tugged him a 


little closer. He just wanted to be close. There'd been 
enough 
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distance between them since Halloween. Jack wrapped him 
up in strong arms and pulled him close, cuddling down on 
the bed. Ricky kissed and nuzzled Jack's cheek and jaw, 
relaxing into the embrace. After all the confusion and 
questions, it felt good to be back here like this. 

Jack stroked his hair and kissed his forehead. It was really 
cold in the room, and Jack sat up to get them a blanket from 
the foot of the bed. When he tucked them in, he leaned over 
Ricky and kissed him slow and deep, cuddling back down. 
Ricky wrapped his arms around Jack's shoulders. "You're 
warm," he murmured contentedly, rubbing his hands over 


the back of Jack's head and feeling the bristles of Jack's 
short 


hair tickle his palms. 
"Should be, burning tobacco and alcohol," Jack teased. His 


voice was rough from smoking and not enough sleep, and 


maybe emotion. Jack wound himself around Ricky and 
stroked his back. 

Ricky snuggled up close, murmuring, "Well, now you have 
to share." He kissed Jack, licking delicately at Jack's lips 
until Jack let him in. They lay like that for a long time, just 
kissing and petting and cuddling, until Ricky's watch gave a 
quiet beep. "Time for me to go," Ricky murmured 
reluctantly. He loved his family but, right now, this was 


where he wanted to be. He kissed Jack again, slow and 
deep, 


and then added, "I'll come over again before | leave, if 
there's 


time." 

"Any time." Jack kissed him back, then pulled away to sit 
up. He stood and held his hands out to Ricky. "I'm glad you 
came this time." 

Ricky let Jack pull him up to his feet. "Me, too," he said, 
stepping close and wrapping his arms around Jack for a hug 
and another kiss. "I'd like to keep emailing you when I get 
back to school, if that's okay. It was nice to get to talk to you 


Slow Bloom - 242 


a little." The phone might be better, feel closer, but that was 
more intrusive into Jack's writing time. 

"Any time." Jack gave him more kisses, holding him close. 
"You can call me, too, if it's easier." Jack stroked Ricky's 

hair back, looking at him closely. 

"| don't want to bother you while you're working." Ricky 


didn't want to be more of an inconvenience to Jack than 
he'd 


already been. 

Jack just gave him a look. "Sure you don’t want to try 
bothering me again?" 

Ricky ducked his head and laughed a little. "Well, it's not like 
you can spank me from six hundred miles away." 

"| don't have to spank you to punish you," Jack said, getting 
a little of his old grin back as he groped Ricky's ass. "Maybe 
all | need to do is tell you what I'm going to do instead of 
writing while you're on the phone with me and let you think 
about that six hundred miles." 

Ricky got turned on from just the thought. "Maybe | will 


call, then," he murmured, a grin tugging at the corner of his 


lips. 

Jack kissed his grin, laughing, and then he said more 
seriously, "Okay, then. | got used to talking to you this 
summer. | think | could hate the phone less if you want to 
call." 

"I'll tell you all about my classes," Ricky said, smiling. He 
liked talking to Jack. They'd talked about anything and 
everything, over the summer. It hadn't just been all sex. 
They'd done a lot of just being together, and it had been 
good. "I'm sure you'll be fascinated." 
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"| will be." Jack nuzzled Ricky's nose with his own. "Now, 
get going before you have to explain why you were here to 
your parents." He didn't let go yet, though. 

Ricky nuzzled back, still smiling, and then brushed a little 
kiss over Jack's lips. "I should. I'll try to stop by again 
before | leave. And I'll call from school." 

"Okay. Get your boots on and l'Il walk you to the door." 
Jack gave him one little kiss in return and stepped away. 


Ricky got his boots and bent over to pull them on. When he 


stood up again, he held his hand out to Jack. "Ready." 

Jack took his hand and kissed it, then led him downstairs to 
the front door. There, Jack pulled Ricky close and kissed 

him again. It was like he didn't want to waste a moment in 
which he could be kissing Ricky. 

Ricky purred into the kisses, leaning into the solid warmth of 
Jack's body. He pulled back slowly, reluctantly, and gave 
Jack one more little kiss before plucking his coat from the 
rack and pulling it on. It was time to go. 

“Happy Thanksgiving." 

"You, too, sweetheart. And if | don't see you before then, 
have a good trip home." Jack opened the door to let him go, 
but stopped him just on the threshold for one last kiss. This 
one was full of heat and emotion, not quite reckless since no 
one could see them clearly from the road, but still 
spontaneous and intense. "You have a good weekend," Jack 
said gently, when he stepped back inside. 

Ricky stood there a moment, catching his breath. "You, too." 
He gave Jack a little smile and then turned to walk away. 
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C hapter Nine 


Jack had just finished Christmas breakfast with his agent 
and 


the few people who had been invited along for the meal. It 


had been pleasant if impersonal, which was about as good 
as 


Christmas got for Jack these days. He went back to his room 
to do some work and was about to get down to it when his 
phone beeped with a reminder message: Call Ricky. Right. 
Jack had already called Anthony last night. Hearing about 
how Anthony's life was improving, knowing how hard he 
was trying, gave Jack a sense of inner peace that surprised 
him. Jack felt healed, too, somehow. Physiotherapy was 


turning out to be more than a little helpful. Anthony 
admitted 


sheepishly to going out with his physiotherapist twice 
already. He was more surprised than anyone to find himself 
dating a woman, but Jack could attest to the benefits of 
having an energetic blond in one's life. 

Jack left the work and all other concerns behind, kicked off 


his shoes, flipped on the gas fireplace, and stretched out on 


the bed. He dialed Ricky's cell, wondering if Ricky would be 
out with his family or not. If it was a bad time, he'd just 
email. 

"Jack. Hey, how's your trip?" Ricky sounded genuinely 
happy to hear from him. 

"Business as uSual. I'll be sleeping through Christmas so | 
thought I'd call you now and wish you a merry one. Having 
a good time at home?" Jack tucked an arm under his head 
and wasted a smile on the ceiling. 

“Thanks. Yeah, the break's been nice so far. It's been kind of 


busy, getting ready for my aunt and uncle and my cousins 
to 


show up tomorrow, but it's good." 

"Too busy to get up to trouble. Sorry | didn't call to find out 
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how that last exam went. | was sitting in a plane that was 
stuck on the runway for two hours too long, and this is the 
first breather I've had since | got here -- only because | told 
that bastard slave driver | was going to write. But | was 


thinking of you. Was it okay?" 


"Not too bad. | think | did okay." Two of Ricky's classes 


had required research papers for the final grade, but he'd 
had 


to take exams for the other two; Jack had been keeping 
track. 


"I'm pretty sure | can name every major Norse god, 
anyway." Ricky laughed. Jack wished he could record it and 
listen to it later. "Sorry you've been so busy." 

"| did it to myself. Two books too close together in an 
election year is a sure-fire way to put myself through hell. | 
never learn." Jack sighed and stretched, then laughed. "I still 
have no self-preservation in some areas." 

“There are rewards, I'm sure," Ricky teased. 

"Oh, sure. Money. Adventure. Fame. Cat girls." Jack 

snorted lightly. "I could use the first two, hate the third, and 
have as much use for the fourth as a fish with a bicycle. | 
thought people were kidding. But no. With neon hair and 
little fluffy costumes and thigh-high stockings. I'm sure it's 
all very titillating, but my dick was pretty sure someone 
needed to call the humane society or child services or 


something." 


"Cat girls?" Ricky laughed again. "Well, | guess | can cross 
cat costumes off the list for next Halloween." 


"Hey, hey. Let's not be hasty. If you want to dress up ina 
faux fur and PVC corset, a frilly skirt with ears, a tail, thigh- 
highs, and fuck-me boots, | think | could cope." Jack was 
laughing now, as well, all his tension gone. "Violet Fontana 
might put out a hit on you, but I'm not saying | would be 
complaining at all. Especially if you wore the little ears." The 
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idea did have its appeal. 

"| could totally pull off a tail and fuck-me boots," Ricky said. 
"If | didn't fall and break my neck." 

"Maybe you should wear them lying down," Jack teased. 
"You know, for safety." 

"On my knees," Ricky countered. "Otherwise, how will | 
show off the tail?" 

"Good point," Jack said, pretending to be pensive when he 
was trying not to laugh. "Thought | don't know if that would 
be safe for the rest of us." 


"Well, | have to do something to top Marilyn," Ricky 


pointed out. 

"I'd just be happy to see you walk in the door," Jack said, 
and if he'd meant to censor himself, he'd missed his chance. 
"I think you can count on that." 

"That's good to know." Jack's voice was soft with affection. 
"I Know I'm not there right now, but | left something for you 
at my place. It should be where | always cram the 
newspapers in the back swing. | figured I'd leave you 
something you could open on Christmas, or close to it 
without..." Without it being in front of Ricky’s parents. 
"anyway, it's there. Merry Christmas." 

"I, um. Thank you. | mailed yours from school. It should 
arrive by the time you get back home." Jack could hear 
Ricky moving, probably getting his shoes on. 

"I'll get it when | get home; | can't wait to see what it is." 


Jack was touched; he hadn't expected anything. "I should 
get 


off the line before my cell phone crumbles under the weight 
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of talking to you from halfway around the world. Eat some 


pie for me tomorrow. | don't think | can get pie in Kanagawa 
Prefecture, but | can try." 
"Thanks, Jack." Ricky sounded as reluctant to get off the 
phone as Jack felt. "Merry Christmas." 
"Merry Christmas, sweetheart." Jack wanted to hold Ricky 
right then, just to kiss him once. "Go find your present." 
"Already on my way," Ricky admitted sheepishly. "Have a 
good trip, Jack." 
"| will. Email me to let me know you got it, okay?" Jack 
didn't wait for a reply, probably wisely, and took the 
opportunity to hang up. 

eK 
Ricky grabbed his coat from the hall closet and tucked his 
cell phone into the pocket as he pulled it on. He checked for 
his keys and then headed out. His parents were busy 
watching Miracle on 34th Street, so they probably wouldn't 
even notice he'd left. 


The snow seeped into his sneakers, but he wasn't planning 
to 


be out long. He ran around the side of Jack's house and 


through the gate -- Jack had never taken the keys back -- 
and 


then up to the porch. 

He missed Jack more than he'd expected. He'd known that 
Jack wouldn't be around when he came home this time, but 
he hadn't realized how much he'd come to really enjoy just 
being able to see Jack until he'd come home and been faced 
with the fact that, no, Jack really wasn't here for him to visit 
with. 

The gift was where Jack, as he'd said, always crammed the 
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newspapers. It was wrapped in a black plastic bag from 
some tobacco shop and inside was a flat box of some sort 
wrapped in red and silver paper. There wasn't any card. 
Under the wrapping, the box was of a kind that expensive 
jewelry stores might use, it felt like black leather and had 
brassy trim and hinges. 

When opened, it was black satin inside the lid and red satin 
over the sculpted cushion that held a choker and a bracelet 


made of black beads, with silver clasps. 


There was a little card inside with an embossed stamp, a 
serpent wound around the name Mani, maybe the name of 


the jeweler. Inside, in elegant script, it read, 'custom 
bracelet 


and choker in hematite, onyx, and black pearl with white 
gold clasp.' On the back of the card, where Ricky almost 
missed it, was Jack's handwriting. 

"You don't need any embellishment, but | wanted you to 
have something beautiful. Merry Christmas, Jack." 

Ricky brushed his fingers over the beads. They were cool 
and smooth and beautiful. He couldn't resist pulling the 
choker out of the box and putting it on. It was cold against 
his skin, but it settled perfectly into the hollow of his throat. 
Ricky slipped the bracelet on, too, and then closed 


everything up and headed home, eager to see what it 
looked 


like in the mirror. 

Jack had asked for an email to let him know Ricky had 
gotten the gift, so Ricky sent him a digital photo of himself, 
standing shirtless in the mirror, wearing both bracelet and 


choker. With the photo, he added a note: "They're beautiful. 


Thank you. | hope you like your gift even half as much as | 
like mine. --Ricky" 
Jack replied by email: "I Know I will. | had no way to 
imagine that your gift would be nearly so lovely when you 
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Ricky wished he could have seen Jack's face when Jack had 
opened the email. Ricky lay back in bed, fingers trailing over 
the necklace, and closed his eyes. Jack. His hand slid down 
his body. He wished Jack were here. 

eK 
Zach's New Years Eve party was going strong. His parents 


had gone out for the night, to a party with their friends, so 
he 


had the house to himself. Himself and thirty of his closest 
friends. Everyone Ricky had hung out with in high school 
was there, plus a few more people Zach had apparently 
invited from college. 

It was nice to see old friends, but by eleven-thirty and his 


fourth beer, Ricky was tired of the crowd. He snuck upstairs 


to Zach's bedroom to hide out for a while where it was dark 
and quiet. It was a little too dark and quiet, though, and 
Ricky started to get lonely. Not for the people downstairs, 
though; he was missing someone very specific. 

Who the hell went to Japan for the holidays? Before he could 
think better of it, Ricky was pulling out his cell phone to find 
out the answer to that question. 

"Hello?" 

"Why are you in Japan?" Ricky sighed, curling up on his 

side to cuddle with Zach's pillows. 

"Because | have books to sell and universities to speak at 
and younger writers to support." Jack's answer was as calm 
as could be, as though he'd been expecting the call. "Why?" 
“Because | miss you." Ricky knew there were good reasons 
why he wasn't supposed to be calling Jack right now. But 
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Ricky really wanted to talk to Jack. 

"| see. That would have been a fairly good reason for me to 
consider not going to Japan, but | think it was important for 


me to go anyway." Jack's voice was warm and full of 


affection. "I'm sorry you miss me. | miss you, too. | think 
you'd have fun here." 

"So how come I'm here?" Ricky was pouting, and he knew 
it, but it wasn't fair. He and Jack had just finally worked 
things out, but they hadn't been able to spend any time 
together. Phone calls were nice, but Ricky still missed Jack. 
"Baby, you're there because you need to be there right now. 
That's why. It's how things worked out. Believe me, this 
would be a much nicer trip if | had you to share it with. | 
didn't know you missed me so much." The tenderness in 
Jack's voice was so good. Why couldn't Jack just be here? 
Ricky gave a long-suffering sigh and pulled the largest 
pillow a little closer. "That's because | don't tell you." 

"| see that now, sweetheart. | think | know why. Is there 
anything else you need to tell me?" 

"No." Ricky changed his mind as soon as he said it, though. 
"I wish you were here. The pillows are too soft, not like 
when | lie down with you. | like it when you let me put my 
head on your chest or on your shoulder, and | can listen to 


your heartbeat. | miss that, too." 


"I miss that," Jack said softly. "I like when you lie with me, 
how still you are. | can smell your hair and your skin and 


feel you breathing. The weight of you against me is 
comforting." His voice had that tender roughness to it. "If | 
were there, I'd hold you and rub your back until you slept." 
"| like it when you do that. It feels good. Warm." Ricky 
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closed his eyes and let Jack's voice soothe him. "You always 
feel warm, and solid. Safe." 

"Can you sleep where you are? You sound tired, 
sweetheart." 

"There's a party downstairs," Ricky murmured. It wasn't a 
real answer, but he wasn't sure if falling asleep here was a 
good idea. "It's New Year's Eve, here." 

"I know, just about that time. I'm on a train to Yokohama. 
The car we're in is half-empty; it's first class. I'm sitting in 
the back, by the window, watching the landscape go by. 
Yokohama's a great city for nightlife; it should be a good 
stay. But, right now, I'd like to be there with you. What is it 


they say about New Year's Eve?" 


"Whoever you're with at midnight is who you'll be with all 
year." Ricky smiled at that thought. Maybe he wasn't with 
Jack in person, but at least they were on the phone together. 
"| think that's what they say... just another minute." Jack's 
voice was as soothing as a lullaby. "Just imagine that I'm 
with you in the big chair in the game room, your head on my 
shoulder, my fingers in your hair, half-sleeping, watching 
the fire in the fireplace and the fireworks on the television 
with the sound off, so | can listen to you breathe." 

"And | can listen to your heartbeat." Ricky smiled and 
tucked his head down on one of the pillows like he would 
Jack's shoulder. "I like it when you play with my hair," he 
confessed. 

"Good, because I'd be hard pressed to stop doing it. It's as 


pretty and unpretentious as you are and it gets wound 
around 


my fingers like it's trying to hold on." Jack's voice sounded 
like kisses or something, tender and sweet. 
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"| like that." Ricky purred a little, hooking his leg over 


another pillow and snuggling closer. "It feels good. Like I'm 
a kitten or a puppy or something and you're petting me." 
"Sometimes you are just like that. And it makes me happy." 
Jack sighed contentedly, the way he did when Ricky was in 
his arms. "Happy New Year, baby." 

Ricky could hear the screaming and cheering from 
downstairs as the ball dropped on the television. Maybe he 
was missing out, but he didn't think so. He was exactly 
where he wanted to be: with Jack. "Happy New Year, Jack." 
"Are you going to be okay?" Jack's voice was still gentle. 
"Yeah." Ricky nodded against the pillow that was too soft to 
be Jack's chest. "Thank you for being here. On the phone." 
"I'm never too far away for that. You can call me when you 
need me," Jack reassured him. "I'll be here. And if | have to 
be, I'll be there." Jack did have a lot of money and a job that 
he wasn't going to get fired from. Knowing Jack cared that 
much felt really good. 

“Thank you." Jack was so good to him. Ricky sighed 
contentedly. "You're so good to me." 


"It's mutual, sweetheart. Trust me. Go be with your friends 


now, or sleep, okay? You know where | am." 
"Okay. Have fun in Yokohama, Jack." Ricky felt better just 
knowing where Jack was, and knowing that Jack knew 
Ricky was thinking about him. 
"| will. You enjoy your vacation. Go have fun." Jack paused 
just a moment. "Be happy." And then he hung up the phone. 
Ricky sighed into the silence and then put his phone back 
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into his pocket. Maybe a little nap wouldn't be so bad. He 
could close his eyes and remember Jack's voice and maybe 
he'd dream about Jack. 

eK 
Back to school was as good an excuse as any for a party. 
The swim house was packed with people. They were 
dancing, drinking, laughing, playing video games, watching 
movies, and falling all over each other to get to the potato 
chips and beer laid out on the kitchen counter. Ricky was 
pretty sure the entire swim team was there, and probably 
everyone on the crew team, too. He grabbed himself a beer, 


reaching over Jason's latest girlfriend to get to it, then 


retreated to sit on the stairs and watch for a while. 
Someone coming down the stairs stopped next to him and 
sat down: Aaron coming down from the upstairs bathroom. 
"Hey, man." He bumped Ricky's shoulder with his own. His 
soft, light hair was falling in his eyes again; it had grown out 
over the holidays. "Having fun yet?" He stole Ricky's beer to 
take a sip for himself. 

Ricky chuckled and shook his head. "It's good to see 
everybody again, but..." But it maybe would've been more 
fun to not see everybody all at once. "What about you?" 
"Not bad. It's good to see you." Aaron gave Ricky a smile 
and handed the beer back. As Ricky reached for it, Aaron 


spotted the new bracelet. "That's gorgeous," he said, 
running 


a finger over it. "Christmas gift?" 

Ricky touched the matching choker with his free hand, 
smiling. "Thanks. Yeah, this guy | know back home gave it 
to me. Well, left it for me, really. He was out of town for the 
holidays." 


Ricky didn't want to say too much about Jack. He didn't 
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want anyone saying the wrong thing in front of his parents, 
and it wasn't like he and Jack were really together, anyway, 
so there wasn't much to tell. 

"This guy?" Aaron leaned in and ran his finger over the 
choker as well. "Looks a little expensive for just 'this guy | 
know.'" His finger slid over Ricky's collarbone, too. Aaron 


wasn't drunk -- he wasn't as dedicated as Jason or as 
relaxed 


as Mike about drinking -- but he might have been a little 
tipsy. "Guess he likes you a lot. About time you had a 
boyfriend." He pulled his hand away. 

"Jack's not my boyfriend." Ricky wished he was, 
sometimes. That would make how much Ricky missed him 


make more sense, at least. "We were lovers. It was a 
summer 


thing, mostly, but we're still friends. We email, and talk on 
the phone when we can." 

"So, you can see other people?" Aaron was looking at Ricky 
from under his lashes and he stole Ricky's beer again, his 


fingers sliding against Ricky's. 


Ricky watched Aaron's lips seal around the mouth of the 
bottle. Aaron had a very, very pretty mouth. His hazel eyes 
were framed by long, dark lashes -- also very hot. "Yeah." 
Aaron was a good guy, a good swimmer, and a great friend. 


It had made Ricky feel a little less alone sometimes, and a 
lot 


more comfortable with his decision to come out, that Aaron 
had shared that he went both ways. 


"I can see other people." Ricky grinned a little, teasing. "Got 
any suggestions?" 


"In this crowd?" Aaron hadn't missed Ricky's eyes on him, 
by the way he was looking back. "Pretty slim pickings." He 
took another drink, then handed the bottle back. "You might 
have to look carefully." Aaron looked like he was on the 
verge of kissing Ricky before Ricky got around to it. 
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Ricky took a drink from the bottle, then leaned in slowly. He 
kept his eyes on Aaron's, watching for any sign that Aaron 
was pulling back or feeling skittish about doing this where 
someone might see them. He brushed his lips over Aaron's 


lightly, but not tentatively; he knew exactly what he was 


doing. 

Aaron leaned into it and kissed him back, his tongue sliding 
over Ricky's lips. When he pulled back, he breathed, "Your 
room?" His eyes were suddenly dark with need and this was 
really not the place to be filling it. 

To answer, Ricky stood up and held his hand out to Aaron. 


He helped Aaron up and, together, they headed up the 
stairs 


to Ricky's room. Ricky led him inside and closed the door 


behind them, flipped the lock, and then turned back to 
Aaron 


to draw him in for another kiss. 
Aaron's kiss was that of a starving man. He leaned into 
Ricky's body, sliding his hands over Ricky's chest, soaking 


in the contact. He didn't stop, either, ending up with his 
arms 


around Ricky's neck as he gave Ricky one hot, needy kiss 
after another. 

Ricky slid one hand into Aaron's soft hair and curled the 
other around Aaron’s hip. He gave Aaron all the kisses 


Aaron seemed to be craving, deep and hot, and slowly 


backed Aaron up toward the bed. 

"Fuck," Aaron whispered as he ran into the bed. "Do you, | 
mean, can you... | mean, top?" His voice was breathless and 
husky with need; he kissed Ricky again with a moan before 
he got an answer. 

Topping was all Ricky did, these days. He didn't like taking 


his chances with getting fucked, anymore. No one seemed 
to 


do it the way he liked it. Ricky gave Aaron his answer in the 
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form of a hand splayed over Aaron's ass, two fingers 
rubbing and pushing along the seam of Aaron’s jeans. He 


got his other hand between them and stripped open the fly 
of 


Aaron's jeans so there was space for his hand to slip down 
inside the back. 

"Oh, God, yeah." Aaron shuddered and pushed back against 
Ricky's fingers. Aaron had a smooth, round ass; he was as 
fit as Ricky from swimming. "Fuck, you ever just need it?" 
He kissed Ricky hard, rolling his hips to get Ricky's fingers 


between his asscheeks while he started pulling at Ricky's 


Shirt. 
Yes. The last time Ricky had been with Jack, and the time 


before that, and the time before that. Ricky had felt that 
way 


since then, but mostly he got by with dildos and other toys. 
"I know exactly what you mean," he said, pressing and 
petting where Aaron needed it. "You get your clothes off, 
and l'Il give it to you." He slid his hand away so he could 
strip off his own shirt, stepping back a little to give Aaron 
enough space to move. 

"God, I knew I could count on you," Aaron muttered as he 
stripped out of his clothes. "Hell is being a guy at a beer 
party and needing to get fucked," he said breathlessly, 
punctuating it by sprawling naked on Ricky's bed. He looked 
so good, tanned from winter vacation and laid out with his 
dick hard against his muscled belly. 

Ricky left his clothes in a pile on the floor and climbed up 
beside Aaron with a little laugh. "Good thing I was here to 
save you." Kissing Aaron again, he skimmed one hand over 


Aaron's body, from thighs to collarbone, learning how 


Aaron reacted when Ricky did things like pluck at his 
nipples or tease his navel. Aaron's neck was the sweet spot, 
Ricky knew by the way Aaron shivered when he touched it. 
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"Christ, Ricky, tell me you're good at it. Haven't had it 
good... maybe ever. Just want it so much," Aaron managed 
to get out between kisses. 

The cycle of craving it and being disappointed in clumsy, 
lousy, impersonal sex could be really depressing. Ricky 
knew that from personal experience. "I'll make it good for 
you," he promised, slipping his hand down between Aaron's 
legs to pet Aaron’s inner thighs, teasing his way up. He 
rolled up to kneel between Aaron's legs, still kissing him, 
and pressed his fingers gently against the smooth skin 
behind Aaron's balls. He rubbed back and forth, slowly, 
taking his time. 

"Oh, fuck." Aaron got his hands in Ricky's hair and kissed 
him hard. The more Ricky touched, the more wanton and 


desperate Aaron got, until he was whimpering with need. He 


brought his knees up, opening himself up easily, and 
writhed 


to get more of Ricky's fingers. 

Ricky teased at Aaron's hole with his fingertips and reached 
over to the bedside table to get lube and a condom. He still 
hadn't touched Aaron's dick, not even a little bit. He knew 
how good it could be to have a lover focus on other things. 
When Aaron seemed like he was on the verge of begging for 
it, Ricky slicked his fingers and slowly, slowly teased one 
inside. 

"Ricky... God damn it." Aaron's hands were clenched in the 
Sheets and his back arched, his head fell to the side on 
Ricky's pillow and his eyes were closed. His breath was 
thick and raspy in his throat and he kept moaning. "Oh, God. 
Please. That's so fucking good." 

Ricky gave Aaron another finger, and another, watching him 


writhe and arch. Aaron moved like he needed it, and that 
was 


something Ricky understood entirely. He wanted to show 
Aaron what it could be like, how good it could be. 
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"Oh, God," Aaron said again and again, like he'd forgotten 
how to say anything else, he was so stunned with pleasure. 
By the time Ricky had three fingers in him, he was shaking, 
dick dripping on his belly, clearly on the verge of coming. 
He cried out, startling himself with it, his eyes flying open 
and locking on Ricky like he was drowning. "Oh, God. 
Ricky..." 

Aaron had gorgeous eyes, especially when they were blown 
with pleasure like this. Ricky brushed a kiss over Aaron's 
lips, and then pulled back again to watch. He fucked Aaron 
with his fingers, twisting and curling them to make it good, 


and rubbed his thumb over Aaron's perineum to make it 
even 


better. It was amazing to have this much control over 
someone's pleasure. 

Aaron looked shocked by it all, whimpering Ricky's name 
and watching his dick spray come up his broad, tanned 
chest, spattering white all the way to his hard, dark nipples. 
All the while, his body was grinding down on Ricky's 


fingers, desperate for more, desperate to get filled up. He 


hadn't been exaggerating about how much he needed to be 
fucked tonight. 

Slowly, Ricky drew his fingers out to give Aaron a chance 

to breathe. He leaned over and dragged his tongue up 
Aaron's chest and belly, clearing away trails of come, and 
then crawled up over Aaron to kiss him again. He was hard, 
but he could wait. 

"Oh, fuck, that is so hot," Aaron breathed. He was shivering 
with pleasure still, watching Ricky lick him clean with wide 
eyes. "Oh, God." He kissed Ricky desperately when Ricky 
came close, petting Ricky's face with shaking hands. "Oh, 
God, Ricky, fuck me. Don't stop now." 

"Okay. Shh, okay," Ricky whispered, kissing Aaron slowly, 
Slow Bloom - 259 

soothing him. He knelt up again and got himself ready with 
condom and lube, then slid one hand up the back of Aaron's 
thigh, lifting and rolling Aaron's hips up so that he could line 
himself up and slowly push inside. Aaron was still so tight, 
but his body opened right up for Ricky's cock and made 


Ricky purr with pleasure. 


Aaron's hands slid over Ricky's shoulders, seeking purchase 
as he moved to let Ricky in, wrapping his legs around Ricky 
instinctively to help. "Oh, fuck, you're so good," he panted. 
“Fuck. Fuck me. Christ. | never..." 

"God, you're so tight," Ricky murmured, rolling his hips to 
move inside Aaron just a little. His body wanted to just fuck 
Aaron, to do it fast and hard and just get off, but Ricky 


wanted to make it good for Aaron. Aaron had said he 
needed 


it, he'd been craving it, and Ricky wanted to give it to him. 
"So good." He pulled out almost all the way and slid back in 
Slowly, letting Aaron feel it. 

"Just... oh, God." Aaron shifted to hold himself open with 
his hands behind his knees. "Fuck. If I'd Known..." He was 
watching Ricky with wide eyes, his expression intense and 
searching. "God, it's like you can read my mind." 

"No," Ricky murmured, leaning down over Aaron, bracing 
himself on his hands. "I just know what it's like. | know 

how it feels to need it." He kept moving slowly, letting 


Aaron feel himself getting filled up by Ricky's cock. It felt 


good for him, too, so tight and hot. "I know what feels good 
for me." 

It didn't take long for Aaron to get hard again, not that he'd 
ever really gotten soft, and to start moving under Ricky. 
"More?" He whimpered, leaning up to kiss Ricky. "Fuck me 
hard. | want to feel it in the morning, the good way." 

Ricky kissed Aaron back, licking into his mouth and sucking 
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at his tongue. He remembered how much Aaron had liked it 
when he touched his neck, so Ricky kissed away from 
Aaron's mouth to lick and kiss his throat and the side of his 
neck. Ricky started moving faster, harder, trying to keep 
careful control of himself so he wouldn't come too soon. 
Aaron wrapped his legs higher up on Ricky's body, ankles 
locked behind Ricky's back, so he could jerk off with one 
hand and get the other in Ricky's curls to hold on. He arched 
into the kisses, panting hard and moaning loudly; anyone 
who bothered to listen outside the door would know that 
someone was getting fucked inside. "Oh, God. Oh, God. 


Ricky... Ricky, fuck me. God. Please. | need it hard." Aaron 


writhed under Ricky, tightening around Ricky like he was 
trying to provoke him. 

Ricky gave in and fucked Aaron as hard as Aaron seemed to 
want it, fast and deep. He moaned against Aaron's neck and 
snaked a hand between them to help Aaron jerk off. Aaron 
pressed his mouth to Ricky's skin, muffling his wail as he 
shot again, slicking their hands and bellies with his come. 
Ricky didn't last much longer after that. He braced both 
hands on the bed and fucked Aaron harder, faster, until 
finally he was muffling his own groan against Aaron's neck 
as he came. He rested there for a moment, catching his 


breath, and then got his arms around Aaron to roll them 
both 


over so Aaron was lying over Ricky and Ricky could slide 
his hands down Aaron's back, petting him. 

Aaron snuggled against him, limp and sated. "Oh. Fuck. 
Yeah," Aaron murmured. "That was... God, that was it. | 
need to learn how to do all that." He sighed happily and 
nuzzled against Ricky's shoulder. "Thanks. Hope that was 


anywhere near as good for you." 


"It was great," Ricky assured Aaron, smiling. He'd learned 
from experience on the other end of the equation, and he'd 
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"Okay, now | feel like a total noob." Aaron pushed himself 
up and grinned down at Ricky. "But, damn. Can we do that 
again?" 
Ricky laughed and patted Aaron's ass. "Sure, but | think 
you're going to have to give me a few minutes to recover," 
he teased. 
"Mm. | could help." Aaron grinned down at him. "There's 
this thing | do with my tongue..." He looked at Ricky like he 
wanted to eat Ricky up and Ricky laughed. Neither of them 
was getting back to the party tonight, not at this rate. 

eK 
The flowers arrived on a Thursday. A dozen beautiful 
purple-black calla lilies, plus a single white one, and a card 
thanking Ricky for the Christmas gift he'd sent to Jack. The 


guys had teased him a little about the flowers, but Ricky 
was 


warmed through. He'd been nervous about the gift, and 
knowing Jack liked it was more than a relief. He had to wait 


until he'd finished classes for the day, but then he went 
right 


up to his room to call Jack. 

Jack answered the phone with a sleepy rumble. "Hey." 
Ricky could hear him smiling. "Everything okay there?" 
"Everything's cool." Smiling, Ricky petted the black ribbon 


tied around the stems of the lilies. "I got the flowers. I'm 
glad 


you liked your gift." 


"| love it." Jack's voice was so warm. "I must've read it three 
times now. You're a smart man, you know that?" 


"Thanks." Ricky shrugged, even though Jack couldn't see it, 
and smiled. "I had some great references to draw from." 
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He'd sent Jack a copy of the final paper he'd written for his 
Gender Theory class, a study of cross-dressing using his 
own experiences and Thales’ books as source material. 
"Everything else going well now that you're back at school?" 


Jack's voice was slightly muffled and there was the scratch 


and hiss of a wooden match being lit; he must have been 
lighting his pipe. 

"Yeah." Ricky sat down on his bed and dragged his 
backpack up with him; he had homework to do when he got 
off the phone. "We had a house party when we got back, 
invited the rest of the team over, and a bunch of other 
people." 

"Mmm. Let me guess. Beer and overcrowding?" Jack 
laughed quietly. 

Ricky laughed. "Yeah, pretty much. It was good to see 
everybody again, even if | was only really downstairs for the 
first couple hours." 

"Too many people?" Jack sounded a little worried. 


"No. l, uh." Ricky bit his lip, feeling a little awkward. "One of 
the guys -- Aaron, | think I've mentioned him before -- we 


kind of ended up upstairs, in bed." 

Jack laughed again at that. "Oh, | see. Yeah, you mentioned 
Aaron before; said he was a decent guy, good to you when 
you came out. Did you have fun?" His voice was fond and 


happy; there was no awkwardness in it, no jealousy or 


uncertainty. 

Jack's laughter and apparent comfort with the topic made 
Ricky feel more comfortable with it, too. "Yeah, we had a 
good time. He said it was hell, being at a beer party and 
wanting to get fucked. He's not out, so it's not like he could 
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just start propositioning guys or something." 

"He has my abject sympathies." Jack's voice was dry and 
humorous, but there was a wealth of understanding behind 
it. "Good thing you were there. Maybe | should have 
someone make you a cape..." 

"So | could run around in that and my swimsuit, like some 
kind of queer Superman for guys looking to get nailed?" 
Ricky laughed. "No, thanks. It's... nice, though, knowing 
that | made him feel that good." 

"You'd never be bored again," Jack pointed out, laughing. 
Ricky heard him draw on his pipe and exhale, then Jack 
spoke again. "It is a good feeling, isn't it?" He was probably 
smiling, but his voice was gentler now, just for Ricky, like 


his hand on Ricky's hair. He was probably thinking about 


them being lovers, their time together. 


"Yeah," Ricky admitted. "It is." It wasn't the same as when 
he'd been with Jack, and how he could just let go and enjoy 


it, but it was good. He liked knowing that the guy he was 


with was feeling good, that he could do that for someone 
the 


way Jack had done it for him. 

On the one hand, he liked the comparison, because it was 
another connection to Jack. On the other hand, he didn't like 
it at all, because while he liked the guys he slept with and 
wanted them to feel good, he didn't really feel anything for 
them beyond that, and he wished he could have more than 
that from Jack. He missed Jack, even though they got to talk 
on the phone almost every week. 

"So, tell me about your classes?" Jack's voice was still 
warm, and even though Ricky knew Jack was interested in 
his classes, maybe Jack just wanted to hear him talk. It felt 
good that Jack wanted to be with him, still, even at a 
distance. 
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C hapter Ten 


The conference championships were a three-day meet in 
late 


February. Most of the other swim meets Ricky and his team 


participated in were just one day long, but with eleven 
teams 


participating in this one, one day wouldn’t cut it. The first 
day of the meet, Friday, Ricky had two races: a 500-yard 


freestyle and a 200-yard freestyle relay. He took first place 
in 


the 500 and his team won the relay, as well. 
After the races were over, Ricky and his team stood around 


their bench, talking about how the races had gone. They'd 
go 


back to the locker room eventually, but Coach Sullivan 
preferred to go over everything while they could still see the 
water. He said it helped keep them focused. 

The natatorium was warm enough, so Ricky wasn't cold, 
even though he was just standing around in his Speedo and 
his warm-up jacket. He still had his swim cap on, and his 


goggles pushed up onto it. When Coach Sullivan started 


talking to the guys doing the backstroke tomorrow, Ricky 
turned to glance around at the audience. Most of them had 
left by now. 

It took a moment for Ricky to realize that the man walking 
toward him wasn't just another stranger from the host 
college. As soon as he did, though, a smile broke his face 
wide open. "Jack!" He pushed past Mike and Aaron, 
tugging off his cap and goggles as he went. He threw his 
arms around Jack as soon as he was close enough, and 
kissed him on the mouth. God, he'd missed Jack so much. 
Jack tempered the kiss into something chaste, but not cold. 
He hugged Ricky close and pulled back to nuzzle Ricky's 
nose with his own. "Hey, baby," he said softly. "Didn't 
mean to interrupt. I'll still be here when you're done." He 


rubbed a big warm hand up between Ricky's shoulder 
blades 


and smiled down at him affectionately. 
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Now that Jack was right there, touching him, Ricky didn't 


want to let go. He smiled up at Jack, though, and he nodded. 


"| didn't know you were going to be here," he said. "I, um." 
He glanced back at his team, at least half of whom were 


either openly staring at Ricky or trying to pretend to listen 
to 


Coach Sullivan while looking at Ricky. Oops. 

"I won't be too long. Coach is just going over everything that 
happened tonight." He looked back up at Jack. "You'll be 
here?" 

"I'm here all weekend, staying at a friend's place. Go." Jack 
laughed at him, all fondness, and petted his wild hair back. 
"If you can't find me, call me, I'll come find you." 

"Okay." Ricky pulled back and shoved his cap and goggles 
into one of the pockets of his jacket. He smiled up at Jack. 
"I'll see you in a little while." He headed back toward his 


team, glancing over his shoulder to see Jack every few 
steps. 


Jack was here. Jack was here. 

When Ricky got back, Aaron got him by the sleeve of the 
jacket, obviously trying not to laugh. "Down, boy," he 
whispered. Fortunately, the coach was too busy lecturing 


someone else about their turns to bawl Ricky out for racing 


off. "So, is that who sends you flowers and makes all the 
other guys look like duds?" 

Ricky looked over his shoulder at Jack again. "Yeah. He's, 
um." Ricky shook himself a little, trying to focus on 
anything but how much he wanted to be over there with 
Jack. "That's Jack." 

"Yes, we all know it's Jack," Aaron teased. He got an arm 
around Ricky's shoulders and hugged him. "Breathe or 
Coach is going to be pissed. I'll make sure he's still there." 
On the other side of Ricky, Mike was biting his lip and 
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trying not to crack up. 

"I'm breathing, I'm breathing," Ricky muttered. He ducked 
his head and rubbed his face with both hands. It wasn't his 
fault he hadn't seen Jack since the two hours they'd had at 
Thanksgiving and now Jack was here and he hadn't known 
Jack was going to be here. He turned his head, peeking to 


make sure Jack hadn't disappeared. He hadn't expected to 
get 


to see Jack until summer. And there he was. Ricky could feel 


Aaron's silent laughter. "Shut up." 

"He's still here," Aaron murmured. "He's not going to 
disappear in a puff of smoke." He squeezed Ricky's 
shoulders. 

"Talbot? Reese? Problem?" Coach Sullivan gave the two of 
them a look, and then shot a warning glare at Mike, who’d 
snorted involuntarily when they got caught. 

"No, sir," Ricky said, swallowing his embarrassment. 
"Sorry." 

"Not at all, sir." Aaron's voice was steady, but the corners of 
his lips kept twitching. Mike developed a cough. 

"Good. Now, back to swimming...” Coach Sullivan tapped 
his clipboard and got back into it. 

After the debriefing, Coach Sullivan waved them all toward 
the locker rooms. Instead, Ricky headed for Jack. Jack was 
still there, sitting on the first row of the stands, doing 
something with his phone. Ricky stood in front of him, 
nudging Jack's shoe with his toes. "Hey." 

"Hey, sweetheart." Jack closed his phone and gave Ricky a 


smile, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. "Can | 


take you to dinner tonight?" 
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Ricky's eyes widened with surprise. "Yeah. I've got..." He 
glanced up at the big clock on the scoreboard. "I have until 
midnight." It was nearly nine already. 

"Well, come on, princess. Don't want you turning into a 
pumpkin on me. Go get changed; the restaurant isn't far off 
Campus." Jack was smiling at him, a smile that would be 
reserved on someone else, but on Jack, in public, it was like 
the sun being out. 

Princess. Ricky laughed, but he didn't reach out to touch 
Jack again. He was afraid once he started, he wouldn't be 
able to stop, and then he'd never go get changed for dinner. 
"I'll be right back." 

Ricky ducked into the locker room and headed straight for 
his gear, already stripping off his jacket. He had to shower 
and change quickly, so he wouldn't miss out on any time 
with Jack. 

"So, that's Jack." Mike stepped in front of his locker, 


grinning, arms crossed over his chest. "So, who's Jack, little 


bro?" 

"Mike..." Aaron was laughing and shaking his head. "Be 
nice." 

"Oh, | think we're past nice." Jason came around the corner 
with a towel around his waist. "We have to take care of our 
guy here. Mr. Jack looks a little old for you, young man." 

He shook a finger at Ricky. 


"Don't, man," Ricky pleaded with Mike. "I've got to go." He 
wriggled out of his suit and pushed at Mike's shoulder. 


When Mike moved out of the way, Ricky dropped his gear 
into his bag and dug out his clothes. Dress clothes were 
required for any meet. 
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"He's not too old," he muttered at Jason, wrinkling his nose. 
"You just have shitty taste. | saw your last girlfriend, man, 
and | don't think | want your advice on who to date." He was 
teasing. Mostly. Jason's last girlfriend hadn't been anything 
Ricky would be interested in, even if she'd been male. 
Empty-headed, ambition-free, and going to college 'for her 


MRS.' 


"Ooh. Snap. He has a point, Jase," Aaron said. "Let him be. 

| think we're a little late to stop the train wreck anyway. And, 
at least Mr. Jack has some good taste." 

"Yeah, but still." Mike plunked down on the bench, 

watching Ricky. "You know this guy and all, right? This 

isn't some internet thing?" 

"How old is he anyway? Sixty?" Jason dodged the towel 

that Aaron snapped at him. "What? Everyone's thinking it!" 
"Internet thing?" Ricky tried to imagine Jack having any kind 
of relationship over the internet, and he laughed. "No, man. 
I've known him a while." Since he was eight, but he wasn't 
about to say that out loud. He ducked under one of the 
showers and started scrubbing the chlorine off his skin. 
“He's not that old," he said, over the noise of the water. 
"He's... | told you guys about the bar back home, right? He's 
the guy I called to come get me, after." 

"Hmph." That was Mike. There was a silent conferral 
between the three of them. "Okay, then," Mike said at last. 
"See, you worry too much," Aaron said, grinning at Ricky. 


"It's all good." 


"Yeah, well. No funny business." Jason gave Ricky a stern 
look before going to his own locker. Apparently gay men a 
year younger than Jason weren't supposed to put out, but 
Jason was allowed to do an imitation of an alley cat every 
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weekend. 

Ricky just rolled his eyes, stepping back out of the shower to 
dry off. "Sure. No funny business." He made sure he was 

dry enough that his clothes wouldn't stick to his skin, and 


then started to get dressed. "He's taking me out to dinner. 
l'Il 


be back to the hotel by curfew." 

"See, guys?" Aaron was lounging on the bench, in no hurry 
to dress, obviously amused by watching Ricky be 'cute.' 
"They're just going out to dinner. That's so old-school." 
Black slacks, white shirt, black jacket, dress shoes. Ricky 
Skipped the tie in favor of the bracelet and choker Jack had 


gotten him for Christmas, leaving his shirt open at the 
throat 


so the beads showed through. He checked in the mirror to 


make sure he didn't look like an idiot. 


"Hey, Aaron, man, can you make sure my bag gets back to 
the hotel?" he asked. "Please?" He gave Aaron a pleading 
look, his best puppy eyes. 

"Only for you." Aaron sighed and rolled his eyes, then 
pushed himself up to get dressed. "Don't be late." 

"| won't." Ricky headed out of the locker room, shouting, 
"Thank you!" behind him. He rushed down the hall and saw 
Jack standing near the entrance, checking something on his 
phone again. Ricky slowed down to an actual walking pace 
and slipped his hands into his pockets so he wouldn't grab 
Jack as soon as he got close enough. Again. 

Jack's face lit up more this time. There weren't as many 
people around to see them now. "The restaurant is waiting 
for us." He held his hand out to Ricky. 


"Sorry," Ricky said, slipping his hand into Jack's. "I had to 
shower. Chlorine and stuff from the pool." 
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"| understand." Jack brought Ricky's hand up and kissed the 
back of it. "I called us a cab." He led Ricky down to the exit 


and out to the drive in front of the sports complex where the 


cab was waiting for them. It was still busy, people coming 
and going and milling around the main foyer, so Jack put his 
arm around Ricky's shoulders to keep him close. He didn't 
try and talk over the chatter around them, just focused on 
keeping Ricky safe and near. 

The cab took them to a little restaurant -- Jack was right, it 
wasn't far off campus -- in a large, beautifully renovated old 
house. The maitre d' met them in the front hall; there was 
seating in a large main room to one side, and apparently, 
based on the noise, upstairs. But there was seating ina 
quieter room, what would have been the front sitting room, 
through the French doors. 

The lights were low in here, the room arranged with plants 
and screens and lights to have a handful of small, private 
tables for two in this side room. The maitre d' led them to a 


little table by a window and seated them, and the waiter 
was 


there just a step behind with appetizers and water and a list 
of options for the next two courses. 


When Jack had suggested dinner, Ricky had thought he 


meant at one of the diners on campus or something. It 
wasn't 


like there was time to get reservations on such short notice. 
This, though, this was like a real date. "You had a meeting 
here, or something?" Ricky asked. Jack hadn't said he was 
going to be anywhere near the conference championships. 
"No." When the waiter left, Jack leaned forward and put his 
hand palm up on the table where Ricky could reach it. "You 
mentioned that your parents couldn't be here for you, so | 
wanted to be; | know this is a big deal for you. And, it was a 


good excuse to see you. | called a friend who teaches here 
to 


learn more, and he invited me to stay at his place. He 

Slow Bloom - 272 

suggested a few places | could take you to dinner, too. | 
made some reservations for us then." 

Ricky smiled slowly as the realization that Jack had come to 
see him settled in. He put his hand in Jack's and squeezed 
gently. "Thank you." Just that Jack wanted to spend time 
with him made him feel good, but that Jack would travel, 


come here to watch Ricky compete, that he recognized how 


important this was to Ricky, was like a gift all by itself. "I'm 
glad you came." 

Jack rubbed the back of Ricky's hand with his thumb. "I 
considered telling you, but | didn't want to interrupt your 
focus while you were getting ready." Jack’s smile was all 
affection. "I didn't want you to be alone for this, though, and 
| didn't forget what you said at New Year's about missing 
me and not saying anything about it." 

Ricky blushed and poked at one of the appetizers with his 
fork. There were lots of things to choose from, from little 
beef slices to bread and oil to little bits of mozzarella with 
plum tomatoes. "I didn't mean to tell you that." 

"I Know." Jack let go of Ricky's hand so he could get down 
to the business of eating. "That made it rather sweet. Now, 
you must be starving. Let's see what's on the menu for the 
next two courses." The names were in Italian, with the 
description of the food below. There were pastas and 
seafood and provincial dishes like stew and roasted chicken 


or pork. "Can't return you to the team without feeding you 


properly." 


Ricky chose a pasta dish with a white sauce. Carbs were 
especially good for a distance swimmer; some of his races 
were like running a marathon in the water. "They'll top me 
off with a good breakfast in the morning, too," he said, 
picking up a piece of the thickly crusted bread and dipping it 
into the herbed oil. "So you don't have to worry that I'm 
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going to starve or something." 

"| Know. | just like to take care of things myself. | can tell 
you're eating well. You looked good out there. | mean 
technically, not just aesthetically." The waiter came around 
just then and Jack ordered their dinners and some wine for 
himself. 

"Thanks." Ricky smiled. He couldn't believe Jack was 
actually here, watching him swim. "I got good pushes off the 
turns. Swimming down the center lane helps, too. No waves 
from the other swimmers, and it gives me a good feel for 
how the people around me are swimming and when | really 
need to pick up the pace." 


"You're a smart swimmer. It's not exactly something | had 


much of an interest in, other than the aesthetics." Jack 
winked at Ricky. Jack was shameless sometimes. "I've been 
paying more attention lately for some reason." 

Ricky grinned and shook his head. "I can't imagine why." 
Dinner was slow and leisurely. Jack talked about Japan and 
asked Ricky about his classes; they talked about everything 


from the weather to the neighborhood drama. There were 
no 


silences, except for when they were eating and occasionally 
when they lost track of things for looking at each other. 
After coffee and dessert, Jack settled the bill and helped 
Ricky into his coat at the door. 


"It's not far to your hotel from here," Jack said. "We could 
walk if you wanted." 


"I've still got an hour or so," Ricky said hopefully, glancing 
down at his watch. He wanted as much time with Jack as he 


could get and it wasn't too cold here tonight; it was dark 
and 


quiet outside. 
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"Then let's walk." Jack held out his hand. 


Ricky smiled and slid his hand into Jack's. "You know 

where the team's staying, then?" he asked, as they walked 
out of the restaurant. 

"| do. | was talking to your mother the other day and she 
was worrying about what neighborhood your hotel was in." 
Jack kept him close as they walked. "I told her | was sure 
you'd be fine." He leaned in to brush his mouth against 
Ricky's. 

"They're pretty careful about where they put us up." Ricky 
returned the kiss, soft and quick. 

“That's what I told her." When they crossed the street, Jack 
put his arm around Ricky's shoulders and kissed his cheek. 
They walked for a while and then cut through a park, taking 
their time. 

The park was well-lit, and when Ricky saw a cluster of 
benches, he drew Jack toward them. He had time. "Come sit 
with me?" 

Jack sat down first, setting his bag beside him, and looked 
up at Ricky. He tugged gently to draw Ricky to him; it 


seemed like he wanted to say something, but he was quiet. 


Ricky settled down on Jack's lap and petted Jack's face, 
stroking his eyebrows and cheekbones and hair, and then 
kissed him on the cheek. No funny business, Jason had 
commanded. Ricky smiled. For once, Jason was right. Jack 
snuggled Ricky up in his lap. The night was cool, but they 
were warm together. 

Jack stroked Ricky's face and leaned up for a kiss on the 
mouth. No funny business, but a few kisses wouldn't hurt. 
Ricky kissed Jack softly. It had been so long. More than 

three months since the last time he'd been able to kiss Jack. 
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Jack slid his fingers into Ricky's hair and kissed him hot and 
deep, seeming almost needy. The intensity of the kisses, 
from Jack, was unexpected. Ricky whimpered into Jack's 
mouth, getting his hands around the back of Jack's neck and 
head and pulling him closer for harder, deeper kisses. 

Jack gave him everything he wanted and more. 

After a while, Jack pulled away and brushed little kisses 
over Ricky's mouth. "I love my present, baby," he murmured 


against Ricky's lips. "I have to tell you that again. | love it so 


much. | take it out and just look at it." He cupped Ricky's 
cheek in his hand and moved them apart enough that they 


could see each other. "You know me. Me. And all of me 


exists for you. You don't deny any of it, any of yourself or 
what that part of my life and work means to you." He 
stroked Ricky's cheek with his thumb; his eyes were bright 
with emotion. "You make me not invisible anymore." 

Ricky been nervous about it, but as soon as he'd finished 
writing the paper, he'd known it was the perfect gift. "You 
aren't invisible," Ricky murmured, meeting Jack's eyes. "lI 
wouldn't be... | wouldn't be worthy of you wanting to be 
with me, if | couldn't accept all of you, or if | denied how 


you've affected my life, no matter what your name was 
when 


you did it." 

"You are incredible." Jack shook his head slowly. "You 

have no idea. My sweetheart." He kissed Ricky on the 
mouth, so tenderly, and his hand on Ricky's cheek was 
unsteady. 

Ricky kissed Jack back just as sweetly, feeling like he was 

all filled up with happiness. Jack couldn't possibly have done 


better than showing up here like this just to be with him, 
and 


telling him how much his gift had meant to Jack. 

They sat there a long time, immune to the cold, kissing and 
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touching, tender and sweet. When it was time, Ricky got up 


and they walked the rest of the way back to the hotel hand 
in 


hand. Jack stopped at the steps and tugged Ricky close, but 
didn't kiss him yet. "Want me to walk you to your room, 
make sure you get there safely?" 

"Please?" Ricky squeezed Jack's hand lightly. It would give 
him another minute or two with Jack. 

"| was raised to take my date all the way to the door." Jack 
led him up the steps, smiling at him. He didn't kiss Ricky 
while they were in the foyer, but he pulled Ricky close while 
they were in the elevator. 

Ricky leaned up against him and pressed his lips to Jack's 
for a light kiss. When the elevator doors opened, Ricky 
pulled away again and led Jack down the hall to his room. 
"Good luck tomorrow," Jack said quietly, squeezing Ricky's 


hand. "Do you want to see me tomorrow night or do you 


need to focus?" 

Ricky's eyes widened. Was Jack honestly thinking there was 
any chance Ricky wouldn't want to see him tomorrow? 

Ricky tugged Jack in a little closer and said, quietly, "I get 
that you're trying to be considerate, or something. | do. But | 
swear to God if you don't fuck me sometime soon, I'm not 
going to be responsible for my actions. Do you have any 
idea how hard | get just listening to you on the phone? It 
doesn't even matter what you're talking about, anymore. If 
this keeps up, I'm going to have to quit school and see if 
your agent'll hire me as your live-in boy toy or something. 
Do | want to see you tomorrow night? Are you crazy? Do 
you really think I'm going to focus better knowing that 
you're here and | decided to sit around playing video games 
instead of seeing you?" 
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Jack listened quietly, and then nodded. "Then l'Il pick you up 
at nine. And I'll find us a room somewhere. We'll pick up 
dinner on the way over, if the room service isn't up to par." 


He brushed a kiss over Ricky's mouth on his way to Ricky's 


ear. "I promise to fuck you until you scream," he whispered. 
"So, why don't you go have a nice hot shower or something 
and jerk off while you try and think about what that's going 
to be like. And then go to bed and relax knowing that I'm 
going to take good care of you tomorrow, baby. For hours. 
Because | want this just as much as you do." 

Ricky groaned softly. Just the images Jack's words brought 
to his head and the sound of Jack's voice were enough to 
make him hard. Yeah, jerking off in the shower was right up 
his alley, now. He wished he could ask for all of that right 
now, but he was sharing a room with Aaron, and he couldn't 
go anywhere with Jack or he'd miss curfew. "God, that 
sounds good." 

Jack pulled back to see Ricky's face and his expression was 
pure tenderness. No one who didn't know him could imagine 
he was talking about sex. "Everything will be so much 
better," he said, stroking Ricky's cheek. "I promise. I'll be 
there tomorrow to watch you, too. I'll wait for you afterward 
just like | did today." 


"I'll look for you." Jack was so good to him. 


There was a rattle of an ice bucket being drummed as Jason 
came around the corner from the ice machine. 

"I'll be there. Call if you need me," Jack said. He kissed 
Ricky on the cheek, his hand still stroking the other one. 
"Good night, sweetheart." 

"| will." Ricky barely spared Jason a glance before smiling at 
Jack again. "Have a good night, Jack. I'll see you 

tomorrow." 
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Jack gave Jason a smile and nod, and then he brushed his 
knuckles across Ricky's cheek one more time before he 
turned and walked to the elevator. 

"Dude." Jason stopped at the door to his room. "I mean. | 
was just kidding..." 

Ricky leaned back against the wall and rolled his head to the 
side to look at Jason, and then he laughed. "Yeah, man, | 
didn't get laid because you told me not to." 

"He's not that old, is he?" Jason looked a little horrified, 
possibly panicking. "I mean, dude. He can't be more than 


fifty. It’s probably not healthy for you to date a guy who 


can't do it." 

"That is so not a problem Jack has to worry about," Ricky 
said, his laughter fading into a dark, wicked grin. "He can. 
And he does. And he will, tomorrow night, over and over 
again for the whole three hours after the meet until curfew. 
God, | can't wait. It's gonna be so good." 

Jason paused with his hand still on the doorknob, his mind 
clearly grappling with several things at once. "You. He. 
Three hours? He is way older than you, Ricky. Are you sure 


you're Okay with..." Jason seemed to lose his train of 
thought 


and came back to, "Three hours?" 

“Three hours," Ricky confirmed, purring the words. It was 
going to be so, so good. He got a good look at Jason's 
expression. "What, you're surprised? Hell, we've gone all 
night long and twice the next morning." 

",..0h." Jason was obviously still processing. "Well, uh, 
yeah. | think that's enough information for me." He blinked 
and shook his head. "I'm getting brain pictures. No offense. 


Just... be careful and all that." The door to Jason's room 
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jerked open and Mike popped out so fast he ran right into 
Jason. 

"Where have you been?" Mike sputtered, before he saw 
Ricky. "Hey, little bro. You're back in one piece." 

"Yeah." Ricky pushed up off the wall and pulled his wallet 
out of his pocket so he could get to his room key. "Jack just 
left and Jason was grilling me about my sex life." 

"Oh, man." Mike grabbed Jason and shoved him into their 
room. "Now | gotta hear about his brain pictures. Why did 
you tell him anything?" He gave Ricky an aggrieved look. 
Ricky laughed. "Hey, he asked. Besides, | didn't give that 
many details." He pushed the keycard into the lock and then 
pushed the door open. "You have a good night, man." 

"| will. You get some sleep." Mike followed Jason into their 
room. "I do not want to hear it, Jase. No. No! Do not make 
me..." He closed the door behind them. 

Ricky laughed, heading into his own room. "Hey. Back, safe 
and sound and in time for curfew." 


Aaron was sitting up in bed reading, bare to the waist. "You 


look remarkably un-disheveled. Did you have a good time?" 
"Yeah, | did. Dinner was good, a little Italian place not too 
far from here." Ricky laughed a little, emptying his pockets 
onto the dresser. "You know, Jason mentioned the same 
thing about the disheveling. He was afraid | hadn't gotten 
laid because he told me not to." 


"He is a persuasive guy," Aaron said, laughing. "At least the 
ladies think so. | think he treasures the idea that you might 


still possibly remain un-deflowered. In that ‘la la la la, | can't 
hear you’ way. | think he's still hoping to save you for his 
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team or something." 

Ricky covered his face and groaned, then shoved his hands 
back through his curls. "Well, not anymore. | gave him a 
very clear picture of my plans for tomorrow night, and now 
Mike is complaining about having to listen to Jase's ‘brain 
pictures.'" 

Aaron covered his face with his book and now he was really 


laughing uncontrollably. "You didn't. Oh, my God. Poor 


Mike. He's going to have to give Jase a seminar on how gay 


sex works or something; you know Jase will torment him 
for the hell of it. He is never going to forgive you. What did 
you say?" He peeked over his book. "Was it juicy? | mean... 
that is the guy, isn't he? | mean. Right?" 

Ricky stripped off his jacket and went to hang it up in the 
closet. He looked at Aaron over his shoulder. The guy. 
"Yeah. Jack is... he's the guy." He smiled slowly as he 
turned back around to face Aaron again. "I didn't tell Jase 
much, just that | was going to have sex for three whole 
hours tomorrow night. | kind of feel sorry for Jase's 
girlfriends; he was pretty surprised we could go that long." 
Ricky grinned wickedly. Jason's reaction had been priceless, 
really. "So | explained about the time we had sex all night 
and twice more in the morning." 

Aaron's face wasn't much less priceless. "Wow. | hope I'm 
going that good when my hair is gray. And lucky you." He 
put his book down and pulled his knees up, hugging them. 
"Jewelry, flowers, dates that last two nights instead of one. 
He's making us young guys look bad." 


Ricky smiled and started working open the buttons on his 


Shirt. "He's had more practice, | guess." Stripping off his 
Shirt, he folded it up and put it in his luggage. He could feel 
the cool, solid weight of the choker against his skin. "And he 
knows what | like, what to use, how to make me feel good." 
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Aaron looked envious. "Man. Sounds like he could give 
lessons. No wonder you're so good in bed." He shook his 
head. "That's seriously hot. And he's not bad looking, 
either." 

Jack was gorgeous. "He pays attention,” Ricky said, 
unbuckling his belt and slipping it out of the loops to hang it 
up with his jacket. "I think that's probably what makes the 
difference. God knows nobody | was with before him really 
did." He kicked off his shoes and left them in the bottom of 
the closet. "I didn't know enough to ask them to, either. And 
yeah, it is really, really fucking hot." 

"Well, hell. I'm just going to be jealous tomorrow night." 
Aaron grabbed his earplugs and slithered down in bed. 
"Bastard." He put his earplugs in, and then tugged one out. 


"One other thing..." 


Hands on the waist of his pants, Ricky stopped and looked 
at Aaron expectantly. "Yeah?" 

Aaron looked a little sly and he made a back and forth 
motion with one hand. "Size...?" 

Ricky grinned, slow and lazy and satisfied, like a cat. "If | 
were a size queen, I'd still be very, very happy with Jack." 
"Son of a bitch." Aaron stuck his tongue out and flopped 
onto his pillow. "I hate you, but in the happy way." He 
shoved his earplug back in. 

Ricky laughed and stripped the rest of the way so he could 


go take the shower that Jack had suggested, exactly the 
way 


Jack had suggested. 

eK 
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"Jase, | swear, if you don't let me out of this locker room, 
I'm going to drown you in the shower," Ricky growled. 
He was already dressed and ready to go. He'd brought 
another pair of black slacks, his black dress shoes, and his 


red dress shirt to change into after the meet today. He was 


feeling good about how he looked, wearing the choker and 


bracelet again, and he wanted to get out the door to see 
Jack, 


but Jason was too busy trying to take care of him. 
"Seriously, man, come on. | haven't seen him in like three 
months. | know what I'm doing. | miss him and you're 
wasting my time with him. I'm perfectly safe with Jack. 
Move." Finally, Jason relented, making apologetic noises as 
he moved out of the way so Ricky could leave. 

"You're lucky you still have your teeth, man," Aaron 
grumbled. "Have fun, Ricky. | still hate you." He gave Ricky 
a wave and a grin. 

Ricky laughed and waved. "I'll be back for curfew." He 
headed out of the locker room and down the corridor, 
looking for Jack. 

Jack was standing at the end of the hall, waiting. Today, he 
was wearing a worn leather jacket in shades somewhere 
between warm grays and browns over a green shirt, with 
Slacks that made his legs look a million miles long and boots 


that gave him at least another inch of height. He wore the 


clothes just like he wore his old shorts and bathrobe, which 
might have been why he managed to pull off the latter. He 
had a bag slung over his shoulder and when he saw Ricky 
he straightened up and smiled. 

This time, Ricky had a little more self-control. He walked up 
to Jack, smiling, and held out his hand. "I hope your friend 
doesn't mind that I'm keeping you out until midnight again," 
he teased. 
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Jack laughed at him and took his hand. "No, Tom's got a life 
of his own. He just thought he'd enjoy my company when | 


wasn't with you. He's watching the meets like everyone 
else; 


he keeps teaching me about all this." Jack wound his fingers 
with Ricky's. "Cab's waiting, baby," he said softly. 

"Let's go, then." Ricky couldn't wait to be alone with Jack. 
"You can distract me by telling me about your friend in the 
cab." 

"Why would | tell you about Tom when | could tell you how 


much I miss you?" Jack asked, once they were settled in the 


cab and on their way. He leaned over and murmured in 
Ricky's ear, "I've been waiting for this too long." 

Ricky turned his head to nuzzle along Jack's jaw to his ear. 
"Because otherwise, I'm going to forget that the cab is a 
public place." God, he just wanted to crawl into Jack's lap 
and kiss him until neither of them could breathe. 

"Oh." Jack got his hand in Ricky's hair. "Did I tell you 

you're beautiful yet?" He ducked his head to kiss Ricky's 
neck, the curve of it, soft and sweet. 

"Not yet." Ricky tilted his head a little more to bare his neck 
for Jack's mouth. He was glad he had gone with the choker 
again instead of the tie, because feeling Jack's lips on his 
Skin was enough to make him purr. 

Jack kissed down to the beads and pearls. "You are. Very. 
Even in a room of lovely young men, you stand out. You 
glow." Jack licked along the choker, tongue caressing 
Ricky's skin. "And I'm going to take you to a beautiful hotel 
room and l'm going to kiss you and touch you and bend you 
over so | can taste you again. It's been so long since | 


touched you that way." 
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Ricky's breath caught in his throat and he shivered. "Oh, 
God. I've thought about that, the way it feels. It's so good." 
"It is." Jack kissed up to his ear and teased it with his 
tongue. "So good. | want to make you come like that first. | 
remember you the first time. You were unsure." 

"| didn't know it would be like that." Ricky curled one hand 
around Jack's arm, holding on. He was already so hard and 
Jack had barely touched him. "I use my fingers sometimes, 
just petting, and think about the way your tongue feels." 
Jack kissed his cheek and shifted to get both arms around 
him, holding him close. "That's a beautiful image," he said 
softly. "You know, you're killing my whole grumpy old man 
persona that | worked on for the last decade." 

"Is that a bad thing?" Ricky opened his eyes to give Jack a 
supremely innocent look. 

"No." Jack kissed him on the mouth. "I can be mean to the 
rest of the world any time | want. It's like a weight off, being 
with you." 


"Then | definitely take full responsibility." Ricky kissed Jack 


again. He liked the idea that Jack might be happy with him. 
Ricky was happy with Jack. 

The cab slowed in front of a glittering hotel entrance. "We're 
here." Jack kissed Ricky on the cheek and then got out his 
cash to pay the driver. "Keep the change." He stepped out, 
slinging his bag over his shoulder, and reached in to help 
Ricky out. 

Ricky slipped his hand into Jack's and climbed out of the 


cab. The hotel was the sort of place people stayed when 
they 


wanted pure luxury. The doorman was ready for them, 
opening the door as soon as they were close enough. "Did 
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you already check in?" 

Jack grinned at him. "I had to do something over lunch other 
than think about everything we were going to do tonight. 
Also, | needed to check out their room service and the room 


itself." He leaned over to kiss Ricky on the temple. "I said I'd 
take care of you," he added very softly. He had, when they'd 


talked about their relationship for the first time. 


"This isn't what | thought you meant," Ricky said honestly. 


"But | definitely appreciate it." He'd never expected to be 
courted like this, to be taken care of and pampered the way 
Jack did. It felt good, though, and Ricky remembered what 
Aaron had said. "You're making all the guys jealous of me, 
because you're so good to me." 

"Well, maybe they should take notes." Jack nodded at the 


manager behind the desk on the way to the elevator. "It's 
not 


hard." When they stepped in the elevator, he pulled Ricky 
close, looking down at him. "I don't do anything | don't 
feel." 

"You pay attention to me, too. | told Aaron | thought that 
made a big difference." Ricky leaned up on his toes and 
brushed a kiss over the corner of Jack's mouth. It made a 
huge difference, especially compared to the guys he'd dated 
before. Not that this was supposed to be dating, but Ricky 
didn't care. 

Jack snuggled Ricky against him all the way up to the 
almost-last floor. "This is us," he said, leading Ricky off the 


elevator. They walked down a long hall to a room where 


Jack let them in with a keycard. 

The room was beautiful, like a honeymoon suite, all white 
and a little gold. There was a fire in the fireplace and there 
were flowers everywhere. Jack turned and held his hand out 
to Ricky. Ricky blushed fiercely and put his hand in Jack's, 
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immediately coming forward to give him a kiss on the 
mouth. 

"It's beautiful." 

"Well, the most important thing was it was available and the 
chef here comes highly recommended. l'm not giving you 
food poisoning in the middle of a meet." Jack laughed and 
kissed Ricky back. "The fact that it's the least you deserve is 
an excellent bonus." 

"| appreciate that," Ricky said dryly. "I think my coach might 
actually have a heart attack if | got sick at this point. I've 
Still 

got to race again tomorrow." 

"Then let's get you taken care of." Jack started sliding 
Ricky's jacket off his shoulders, using it to trap his arms at 


his sides while Jack kissed him fiercely. 


Ricky ended up moaning into the kisses, arching forward to 


get closer and get more of the kisses. There hadn't been 
any 


kisses from Jack these past three months, and last night 
hadn't been enough to sate him. Jack dropped his bag and 
stripped his own jacket off as soon as Ricky's was gone. He 
worked at getting them naked, without hesitation, dropping 
their clothes on the spot and kissing Ricky every second he 
could. 

Ricky helped when he could, shedding shoes and belt and 
pants until finally he was standing there with nothing on but 
his watch and the jewelry Jack had given him. Ricky was 
hard already, had been since the cab ride over, but he didn't 
reach down to stroke himself yet. He just walked over to the 
bed and stretched out on his belly, looking back over his 
shoulder to watch Jack. 


Jack picked up the bag and dropped it on the foot of the 
bed. 


"God, you are beautiful." He kissed the soles of Ricky's feet. 
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"I want you so much." 


"| don't have a plug and a ribbon handy, but you can have 
me." Ricky's toes curled when Jack kissed his feet. He loved 
the way Jack looked at him, the way Jack made him feel like 
all of Jack's attention was on him and like there wasn't 
anything Jack wanted that he wasn't getting from Ricky, 
right there in that moment. 

Jack didn't say anything, he just kissed the backs of Ricky's 


thighs, the curves of his ass, all the way up to the nape of 
his 


neck. He let his hard, hot cock slide against the crease of 
Ricky's ass, letting Ricky feel how much Jack wanted him, 
biting at Ricky's neck and moaning. 

Ricky let his head fall forward, forehead resting on the backs 
of his hands, and he moaned. It had been so long since the 
last time he'd been fucked, since Halloween. He didn't let 


anyone else have him like that; he'd tried, but nobody felt 
as 


good as Jack did. "Jack..." 


"I'm here," Jack whispered in his ear. "I want to taste you, 
and then I'm going to fuck you for a long time, baby. | 


promise. I'm going to give you everything you need." Jack 


kissed his way back down. "Knees, baby." He kissed 
Ricky's ass. "Let me see you like that." 


Ricky pulled his knees up under him and spread out like 
that, 


back arched, cock hanging hard and full between his legs. 
"You always do," he murmured. Jack gave him everything 


he needed, and things he hadn't even realized he needed 
until 


Jack gave them to him. 


Jack stroked him like that, the curves of his hips and ass, 
and 


down the crease, petting his hole and balls. Then he spread 
Ricky as wide as he could and licked Ricky from balls to 
tailbone; he groaned and shuddered and paused like he was 
having trouble hanging onto his control, and then he did it 
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again. 

Ricky whined and shivered, spreading his knees a little more 
and arching back toward Jack's mouth. He hadn't had this 
since summer and, God, he'd almost forgotten how good it 


was. Playing with himself, pretending, was nothing like this. 


Jack was so shameless, so much more open than he had 
been in the past. He made low, primal noises as he tongued 
Ricky and fingered him, taking his own pleasure as much as 
giving to Ricky. There was no mistaking that he was as 
desperate for this as Ricky was. He slid tongue and fingers 
into Ricky, separately and together, licking and massaging 
and soothing and teasing all at once. He sounded so turned 
on, lost in worshiping Ricky's ass. 

"Oh, fuck." The sensations were so intense, for all that 
everything was soft and wet and smooth. Ricky whimpered 
with almost every lick, every push of Jack's tongue or 
fingers. 

After a long, indulgent time, Jack stopped and leaned over 
Ricky, kissing and biting at his shoulder, panting hard. The 
underside of his cock slid against Ricky's wet hole as he 
rocked his hips. "I need to fuck you," Jack ground out. 
There was the crinkle of the condom packet as Jack found it, 
his body shaking with the effort of waiting. 

"God, please..." Ricky rolled his hips, pushing back. He 


could feel Jack's cock right there, hard for him, almost where 


he wanted it so badly. 

Jack rolled the condom on and got Ricky slick inside and out 
in seconds. "Fuck. Ricky." He pressed in so that Ricky 

could push back at his own pace. Ricky rocked his hips, 
taking it in slowly, letting Jack's cock open him up. It felt 
almost like the first time all over again, it had been so long. 
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"Oh, fuck. Baby." Jack’s body over Ricky's was warm, 
sheltering him, and Jack’s ragged breath was hot on his 
cheek. 

As Jack's cock slid into him, Ricky whispered about how 
good it was, how much he loved Jack's dick, how full he felt 
and how much he loved that, too. 


"Oh, baby." Jack was so patient, letting Ricky do it all. "I 
missed you." He kissed Ricky's cheek and ear and neck 


tenderly. 

When Jack was finally all the way in, he rocked slowly, 
letting Ricky feel him and adjust to all that length and 
thickness inside him. Taking his weight on one arm, he 


petted down Ricky's chest to cup Ricky’s dick and balls. As 


he rocked, moving in and out a little more with every shift, 
he played with Ricky's balls, gently but firmly, the way 
Ricky liked it. 

Ricky needed this. He'd known it, but he hadn't realized how 
much until Jack's dick was deep inside him, filling him up. 
He moved with every little roll of Jack's hips, making 
wanton, desperate little sounds. 

"So good, sweetheart." Jack started moving with long, deep 
strokes that brought his hips hard against Ricky's ass again 
and again. He let Ricky feel every inch of him driving in at 
the perfect angle, reminding Ricky exactly how thick and 
heavy and hard and hot his dick was just for Ricky. His big 
hand stroked the length of Ricky's cock firmly and steadily, 
his fingers and thumb rubbing all the spots on the head and 
underside that drove Ricky crazy. 

It wasn't long before Ricky's wanton sounds turned into 
breathless whimpers and he was fucking himself on Jack's 
cock, pushing back onto it like he couldn't get enough. He 
was shuddering, begging, desperate to come with Jack's 
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cock deep inside him. 


“Come on, sweetheart," Jack growled. "I'm not stopping just 
because you come. I'm going to fuck you until you get your 


fill. Come for me, Ricky." He bit the nape of Ricky's neck 


and shoved in deep with a grunt of pleasure, and then 
again, 


relentlessly. 

"Oh, God." One thrust and then another and then Ricky was 
coming, nearly screaming with it, no words but Jack's name 
left in his vocabulary. 

Jack fucked and stroked Ricky through his orgasm, then 
wrapped an arm around him to hold him up. Jack was still 
moving inside, slow but rolling strokes so that Ricky could 
indulge in the shuddering aftershocks of coming. 

“There, sweetheart," Jack murmured soothingly. "That's 
better. You're so good." 

"So good," Ricky echoed, but he wasn't talking about 


himself. He felt emptied out and filled up at once, all 
pleasure 


and half-sated need. 


Jack fucked him like that a while longer, slow and lazy. 


"Want to turn over?" Jack murmured. "Let me kiss you and 
hold you and fuck you?" 

"Please." When Jack pulled out, Ricky whined instinctively, 
but he rolled onto his back and held his arms out for Jack, 
ready to pull his lover close and kiss him again. 

Jack slid back into him so easily, covering Ricky with his 
warm weight and slipping his arms under Ricky's neck and 
shoulders to hold Ricky close. His mouth found Ricky's as 
his hips started to move again and he kissed Ricky slowly 
and sweetly. They were pressed tightly together, Jack's hips 
rocking enough to let Ricky feel him still. 
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Ricky wrapped both arms and legs around Jack, holding him 
close and kissing him sweetly. Everything felt so good, even 
after Ricky had come and his body was so sensitive to every 
touch. So many sweet, tender kisses. They had time for a 
hundred kisses and more. Jack was patient and controlled 
and he kept pulling back to nuzzle Ricky's nose with his 
own, to kiss Ricky’s cheeks and forehead, and to look down 


at Ricky with something like amazement in his dark green 


eyes. 
Jack kissed him tenderly and murmured, "Let me suck you, 
baby? Just a little while. You can have my fingers or a nice 
big toy in you while | suck your dick and get my mouth full 
of you." 

"Yeah," Ricky whispered. "Anything you want." 


"| want this, then." Jack reached over into the bag and 
pulled 


out what looked like a swirly red dildo. He gave Ricky a 
wicked little grin. "Trust me." He kissed Ricky hard one 

more time before moving away. It took him a moment to get 
the toy all slick but then he was licking the tip of Ricky's 
dick as the toy slid slowly in. 

The dildo was in segments, like beads, and as each segment 
Slipped in, it stretched Ricky open all over again. He held 
still, as much as he wanted to either push into Jack's mouth 


or push down on the dildo, and let Jack set the pace, but 
that 


didn't stop him from moaning softly as the dildo slid into 
him. 


Jack took his time, sucking Ricky fully hard again with 


slow, gentle suction and tonguing. He moaned low as 
Ricky's cock pushed past his lips and he took it all the way 
to the base, sliding the last few swells of the toy in and out 
as he sucked. Soon enough, he was fucking his mouth on 
Ricky's cock, sounding desperate, sucking and swallowing. 
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Ricky curled his hands around the back of Jack's head, 
holding on and petting the soft bristles of Jack’s short hair. 
He was careful not to push, but he didn't really have to be; 
Jack was already giving him everything he could possibly 
want. "So good, Jack," he whispered breathlessly, his voice 
breaking on Jack's name. "Feels so good. God, don't stop. 
Please." 

Jack's groan as he buried Ricky's cock in his mouth was 
something of a reassurance. He twisted the toy inside Ricky, 
turned it as he pulled it out and pushed it in, adding to the 
sensations of stretch and fullness. 

Even though he'd already come once, Ricky was breathless, 
Shivering, his hands scrabbling for a grip on the back of 


Jack's head or neck. He gave up on all sense of politeness, 


writhing between the toy and Jack's mouth, fucking himself 
and fucking Jack's mouth. "Fuck me," he gasped, as he got 
closer and closer to coming again. "Oh, God, Jack. Please. 
Oh, fuck. Harder, please." 


Jack gave him what he wanted, the rippled toy shuddering 
in 


and out of Ricky's body hard and fast. Ricky cried out over 
and over again as his orgasm overwhelmed him, getting 
louder with each thrust and swallow. He couldn't think, 
couldn't breathe; all he could do was let go. 

While Ricky was still shaking with pleasure, Jack pulled the 
toy out all the way and dropped it to the side, sliding his 
cock into its place and wrapping Ricky up in his arms again, 
holding Ricky while he came down. 

Ricky moaned and shivered again when Jack's cock pushed 
back inside him. He curled himself into Jack's body and 
nuzzled at the side of Jack's neck, licking and nibbling lazily. 
There was a fine sheen of sweat on Jack’s skin and he tasted 
slightly musky and salty. Jack held Ricky close, almost 
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hiding Ricky under him, kissing his hair and sighing 
contentedly. 

"I've missed this so much," Ricky murmured. He wasn't 
even really talking about the sex. He'd missed that, too, but 
he'd missed the intimacy more: the taste of Jack's skin, the 


sounds Jack made when he was happy or content, the 
weight 


of his body. 
"Me, too." Jack kissed his forehead and moved back to look 
at him, moving a little inside him. Jack looked younger, like 


he did so often when they were together, and utterly 
content. 


"You look so good like this." Ricky reached up to pet Jack's 
cheek, to trace his features. Jack was gorgeous. 

"I was thinking the same thing about you." Jack kissed him 
tenderly. 

Ricky opened up to the kisses, licking and sucking lightly at 
Jack's tongue. "Fuck me again and l'Il look even better," he 
promised. 

"Funny, so will I." Jack moaned as he rocked his hips and 


leaned in to kiss Ricky on the mouth. "You are so hot. You 


sound so good when you come." 

"Your fault." Ricky nipped at Jack's lower lip and tightened 
his body around Jack's cock, but it wasn't meant to be 
punishment. He got his legs up over Jack's hips and dug his 
fingers into Jack's back as he arched up to get Jack's cock 
deeper inside him. 

"| love making you come." Jack's voice was a gravelly purr 
and he rubbed his cheek against Ricky's. "Knowing you feel 
like that because of me. | told you | loved sex; I'd almost 
forgotten why | loved it so damn much, though." He licked 
Ricky's ear, then nipped it, moaning with pleasure. "You 
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remind me every fucking time you come." 

Ricky wasn't as broad or strong as Jack, but he had a lot of 


upper-body strength and strong legs. He got one arm 
around 


Jack to hold on and then pushed them over so Jack was 
lying down and Ricky was straddling his hips. "Then let me 
show you again," he said, wrapping one hand around his 


dick as he started to move over Jack, riding him. 


"Please do." Jack brought his knees up and got hold of 
Ricky's hips. "You've come twice and I'm as clean as when 
we started. That sure as hell won't do." He grinned sharply, 
moving under Ricky to meet him, and then he licked his lips. 
"Not that I'm complaining. Much." 

"Oh, | don't think you'll be complaining for long," Ricky 
murmured, reaching for lube to get his hand slick. He 
stroked himself lightly at first; he was so sensitive from 


coming twice already, and he wasn't quite hard again yet, 
but 


he was getting there. Fucking himself on Jack's cock, Ricky 
braced himself on his free hand and bent over to lick one of 
Jack's nipples. Jack groaned at that and slid one hand into 
Ricky's hair. 

"| like that," Ricky whispered, switching to Jack's other 
nipple and biting gently. 

Jack groaned again and tightened his hand in Ricky's hair. 
"Like what, baby?" he asked breathlessly. 

Ricky bit harder and then leaned up to kiss Jack on the 


mouth, hard. "Your hand in my hair," he said, lips sliding 


against Jack's. "I like the way it feels." He moved faster, 
fucking himself on Jack's cock. His own dick was hard now, 
but he was more focused on Jack. 

"Oh, good. Fuck, baby." Jack got a better grip on Ricky's 

hip so he could drive up into him. He kissed Ricky hard, 
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shuddering and starting to pant against Ricky's slick lips. 
Ricky kissed away from Jack's mouth to lick up behind 
Jack's ear and bite down. He kept licking, sucking, biting, 
spurred on by all of Jack's noises. Ricky hardly noticed 
when he started stroking himself tighter, faster, in time with 
Jack's thrusts. "Come for me," he whispered, his voice tight 
with need. "I want to hear you." 

Jack's breath caught like he was going to protest. "Baby..." 
His hands were tight in Ricky's hair and on Ricky’s hip and 
he was pushing up into Ricky harder and faster with every 
stroke, starting to whimper softly in the back of his throat. 
"Let me make you feel good, Jack," Ricky murmured against 
Jack's neck. "I want to." He groaned and bit again, sucking 


hard, his breath coming faster. "Been dreaming about this, 


about feeling you fuck me again. It was so good on 
Halloween, the way you fucked me on your desk, so hard, 
like you couldn't stop." 

"Oh, fuck." Jack's back arched, his head pressing back into 
the pillows, his feet sliding on the bedcovers. He gasped and 
cried out, writhing under Ricky, still not letting go. 

"It was so good, Jack. With my dress up around my waist 
and your dick in my ass." Ricky moaned at the memory, pre- 
come making the head of his cock even more slick on the 
next pass of his hand. "I want it like that again. | want you to 
push my skirt up and suck me, fuck me again, so hard and 
good | can't walk after." 


Ricky started to forget that he was trying to make Jack 
come. 


The memories were so vivid, and Jack's cock felt so good 
inside him right now, that it was easy to get lost in his 
pleasure. He stroked himself faster and he fucked himself on 
Jack's dick, hard and fast, like he couldn't get enough. 
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Jack's body went taut under Ricky's and he gasped Ricky's 


name. Ricky was going to have a handprint on his hip and 
ass under his swimsuit tomorrow from Jack’s hand on his 
hip pulling him down. Jack's other hand clenched in his hair, 
pressing Ricky's mouth to his neck. When he came, he was 
as loud as Ricky had been, calling Ricky's name over and 
over again. Ricky loved the way his name sounded on Jack's 
lips when Jack was coming. 

Ricky's orgasm was slow, almost gentle. He moaned against 
Jack's neck, his teeth digging in still, as he spilled over Jack's 
chest and belly. 

Jack came hard and long, arching and writhing under Ricky 
until all he could do was shake, going limp by degrees. His 


breathing was ragged and he struggled to unclench his 
hands 


from Ricky's hair and hip. Ricky had wanted him to give it 
up, and he had, completely, but so had Ricky. 

Ricky let go of his dick and slumped down against Jack, 
totally wiped out. He tucked his face into the curve of Jack's 
neck and closed his eyes, trying to catch his breath. Jack 


hugged him tight and laughed a little against his hair, 


sounding giddy with his release. Happy because of Ricky. 
Ricky slowly, slowly moved to let Jack's cock slide out of 
him, and then braced himself up on his hands so he could 
kiss Jack on the mouth. His kisses were sweet and tender. 
He'd made Jack come hard and now he wanted this. 

Jack kissed him back, soft and lazy. He petted Ricky's back, 
tracing the muscle and bone with his fingertips. "You need 
to eat," he said after a while. "Let's order something and 
clean up. Then | have some plans that involve you and a few 
accessories on my lap in front of the fireplace." He nipped at 
Ricky's lower lip, smiling. 

"That sounds really, really good." Ricky smiled down at 
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Jack, and then kissed him again. "Dinner first, or a shower?" 
Accessories. That made Ricky want to dig through the bag 
Jack had brought, to see what kind of toys Jack meant to 
play with, but he left it alone. That swirly red dildo had 
certainly been a nice surprise. 

“How about we order, and then shower? Dinner arriving 


will keep us from getting too distracted while we're getting 


clean." Jack pushed Ricky's damp curls back from his 
forehead and then leaned up to kiss him there. "God knows, 
you're distracting, baby." 

Ricky laughed a little and wriggled back to sit up. "I'll go get 
the menu, then. You stay there and look like a wet dream 
come true." 

"As you wish." 

After they ordered, Jack went off to shower. They'd agreed 
on separate showers -- fewer distractions -- but Ricky 
couldn't resist. He slipped into the big glass shower stall 
with Jack and just watched. 

Jack's body was gorgeous, all male. He was big all over, 
with broad shoulders and solid thighs. His chest and body 
were covered in thick, silvery hair that made Ricky want to 
lick him everywhere. He kept his hands to himself, though, 
and after Jack left the shower, Ricky got himself cleaned up 
quickly. 

They ate by the fire, Jack in one of the armchairs and Ricky 
settled on the floor, and when he was finished, Ricky put his 


plate aside and curled up to rest his cheek against Jack's 


knee, just to be close. 
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C hapter Eleven 

Jack made sure Ricky was well fed, and now he was 
stroking Ricky's hair, enjoying the feel of the curls on his 
palm. "Ready to play?" he murmured, after a little while had 
passed. 

"Yes, please," Ricky breathed, turning around on the floor to 
face Jack. He was looking up at Jack seated in the chair as 


though it were a throne. Jack had his hands on the arms, 
feet 


set wide apart, back straight, looking down at Ricky. 

"Go get the bag." There was the slightest edge in his voice, 
the flatness of an order and the thinness of a threat if Ricky 
disobeyed. It was all so subtle that anyone who couldn't see 
his stern, calm face wouldn't have known it was more than 
their imagination. 

Ricky flushed and pushed up to his feet, hurrying to find 
Jack's bag over on the bed. He brought it back and 


immediately dropped down onto his knees again, nuzzling 


the outside of Jack's knee, his eyes on Jack's face. 

Before, the submission would have made Jack 
uncomfortable, but now it felt good. He knew it was honest, 
that they both knew Jack's history and there was nothing to 
this but exactly what they wanted in the moment. Thales 
wasn't here anymore. 

Jack pulled out a little box and set the bag down beside him. 


He opened up the box and drew out a brass chain that 
ended 


in two heavy black cylinders with brass trim and little brass 
fingers padded with rubber on the ends. Jack put the box 


aside and twisted the cylinder to open the little fingers. 
They 


would grip flesh hard and hang heavily without leaving a 
mark. 

As soon as he saw the clamps, Ricky scrambled over to 
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kneel between Jack's feet, hands fisted against the edge of 
the chair, breath coming faster. He looked so eager and 


sweet; Jack wanted to smile and hold him, but that wasn't 
for 


this moment. Jack tugged Ricky’s nipples until they were 
dark pink, making him wriggle and whine with anticipation, 
then put each clamp on carefully. 

Ricky bit his lip, whimpering softly. Once both nipples were 
trapped in their clamps, Ricky crawled up into Jack's lap 
without warning, licking up under his chin like a puppy. The 
tip of Ricky's cock dragged against Jack's belly and Ricky 


whimpered again, raising his head to kiss Jack on the 
mouth. 


Jack kissed him hard, grabbing Ricky's ass and kneading, 
reaching down to play with his balls, dipping in to finger his 
hole. Jack indulged him utterly for several long minutes, 
tongue-fucking his mouth and giving him everything he 
could ask for. Then, he got a handful of Ricky's hair and 
tugged him away enough to frown at him. Bad puppy. 
"Stand." 

Ricky moaned, arching back into Jack's hand. He'd told Jack 
he liked it, and he'd obviously meant it. By now, he was 
fully hard and panting. He met Jack's eyes and nodded a 


little, and then pushed back to get off Jack's lap and stand 
up. 


There was a crack as Jack's hand hit his thigh. He gave 
Ricky a ‘hurry up, boy' look that was clearer than speaking, 


and settled his feet apart so that, as Ricky stretched out 
over 


Jack's lap, ass in the air, Jack's legs supported him. He sat 
up 


in the chair so that he'd be settled just right to turn Ricky's 
little bottom dark red. Jack pulled a few more things out of 
the bag and set them on a table out of Ricky's sight. 

"So pretty," Jack murmured. He nudged Ricky's legs apart 
and got a handful of cock and balls, stroking. He stopped for 


lube, and then slid his finger into Ricky's hole. Jack teased 
as 


he opened Ricky up wide, working in and out of him, one 
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and deep with them. Ricky writhed with it, begging, 
chanting 


Jack's name, pleading for more. 
Jack took his fingers away, but only to slide a bullet-shaped 


plug into Ricky's ass. It wasn't terribly long, just enough to 


settle against Ricky’s prostate, but it was thicker than Jack's 
cock. That looked so pretty. 

Ricky groaned, writhing. "Jack..." 

Jack nudged Ricky's legs together and then brought his hand 
down on Ricky's ass sharply, raising a red mark. The blow 
wasn’t meant to just hurt; it jolted the plug. Jack smacked 
Ricky again to test and again, it nudged the plug in deeper 


before it slipped back into place. Then, Jack pressed the 
base 


of the plug and it hummed to life, vibrating intensely. 

"Oh. Oh, fuck." Ricky shivered all over. 

Jack started spanking hard enough to sting, aiming to have 
the hurting more from repetition than from a single blow. 
Ricky's ass got red and Ricky squirmed and cried out and 
begged -- not for Jack to stop, but for more. Jack could feel 


pre-come dripping onto his leg, more and more the longer 
he 


Spanked. He was breathless, but not from exertion, panting 
softly as he watched Ricky start to thrash with pleasure. 
Jack caught a handful of Ricky's hair with his free hand to 


hold Ricky in place while he brought his hand down on 


Ricky's ass over and over again. He smacked the sensitive 
skin where Ricky's thighs curved into his ass, his hand 
coming down right over where muscle and flesh pressed 
together to protect Ricky's balls. Finally, he was landing one 


solid blow after another over the plug itself, blows that 
jolted 


the plug in as deep as the base would allow. 

Ricky's cries got louder, more desperate, and then he was 
Slow Bloom - 301 

screaming Jack's name, spilling wet heat against Jack's leg. 


Jack groaned and bit his lip; the need to pull the plug out 
and 


Slam his cock in was clawing at him. Instead, Jack spanked 
Ricky until he stopped coming and then slowly drew the 
plug out while Ricky shook and twitched and whimpered. 
Jack set the plug aside, then picked Ricky right up, hands 
around his ribcage under his arms, and put Ricky in his lap. 
Ricky curled right into him, nuzzling up close and wrapping 
his arms around Jack's neck to hold on. Jack loved this part 
so much that it almost brought tears to his eyes. He very 


gently detached the clips and put them aside, soothing the 


stinging nipples with pressure from his palm. Jack pressed 
kisses to Ricky's sweaty temple and nuzzled his hair. 

"You okay?" Jack murmured. 

Ricky nodded against the side of Jack's neck, purring a little. 
"Good." Jack exhaled slowly; he hadn't realized that he'd 
been tense through it all. "You're so good." Jack held Ricky 
close and stroked his back and kissed his hair and rocked 
him a little. 

"| would've stopped you if | didn't like it," Ricky reminded 
him. 

Jack paused, pressing his cheek to Ricky's hair. "Thank 
you." The relief was overwhelming, and the moment felt 
better than ever. He ducked his head, nuzzling Ricky's nose 
with his own, seeking a kiss for reassurance. 

Ricky sat up a little, giving Jack the kiss he was looking for. 
Ricky cupped Jack's face in warm hands and nuzzled at his 
mouth, gave him soft and sweet kisses, comforting. That 
was everything Jack needed. Jack kissed Ricky back with 
tender, needy little kisses, soaking in the attention. 
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"| love making you feel good," Jack whispered, between 
kisses. 

Ricky pulled back from the kisses, just enough to meet 
Jack's eyes. "It shows," he said with a little smile, and then 
kissed Jack again. "I like making you feel good, too." 


"I'm very lucky." Jack kissed him back. "I never forget it, 
either." He looked over at the clock. They had a little time 
left 


and he was well turned on by what they'd done, though his 
cock had softened a little while they cuddled. "Want to make 
me feel good again before we have to go?" 

"| think coming four times in three hours might be my limit," 
Ricky teased, "but I've been jerking off thinking about 
getting your dick in my mouth for months..." For all that he 
was teasing about limiting the number of orgasms he could 
have, his breath came faster and his blue eyes turned dark 
with arousal. 

"God." Jack kissed him hard. "You know | do like your 

sweet mouth. If that's what you want..." 

Ricky slipped down to the floor between Jack's feet and slid 


his hands up the insides of Jack's thighs. He moaned a little 


and leaned in to nuzzle at the base of Jack's cock. "I could 
do 


this all the time and never get tired of it. Fuck." Ricky 
moaned again, his tongue darting out to lick Jack's balls and 
the base of his dick. 

"That's so hot," Jack's grin faded in the face of Ricky's 
blatant hunger. He shifted to slide to the edge of the chair, 


spreading his legs further apart, and let Ricky have access 
to 


him. He threaded his fingers into Ricky's soft curls and 
sighed. "You are so..." Jack lost the word he wanted for a 
moment; maybe there wasn't just one word. "...sexy. Open. 
Sweet. Hot." 
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Ricky pulled back just to look for a moment, his fingers 
tracing the lines where Jack's body met his thighs. His silver 
curls were already damp from where Ricky had licked, and 
Jack was wide open for his lover, ready to let Ricky have 
him. Ricky purred, leaning in again, licking and kissing all 
over Jack's balls and behind them, nuzzling. He made 


pleased little sounds that got lower, needier as he went. He 


licked and kissed and sucked every inch of Jack's cock and 
his balls and the soft skin at the base. 

He didn't stop moaning, low whines that showed just how 
hungry he was for it. When he stopped to catch his breath, it 
turned into biting his way up Jack's inner thigh, and then he 
was back to licking again, making pleading sounds like he 
couldn't get enough. He got Jack's balls back into his mouth, 
sucked them all the way in until his lower lip and chin were 
pressed against Jack's perineum and his nose was nudging 
Jack's cock. 

"God, baby," Jack whispered. Watching Ricky want him so 
much was almost more of a turn-on than that hot, sweet 


mouth all over him. "Don't stop. That's good, sweetheart," 
he 


said softly, petting Ricky's hair and face. "That's so good. 
Your mouth is so hot." 

Ricky took Jack at his word, and just kept going. Still 
whimpering, he licked the head of Jack's cock, and then 
sucked it in. He pushed to get it deeper and deeper, until he 


was swallowing around the head, moaning almost 


desperately, his lips pressed into Jack's pubic hair. Ricky 
kept swallowing, sucking, fucking his mouth on Jack's dick. 
Jack couldn't stop his gasps, moans, and unsteady babble 
about how beautiful Ricky was and “please don't stop, 
baby.” He let his head fall back, let his hips roll and buck, 
his thighs tensing in waves. It was enough to rock the heavy 
chair, but he couldn't stop. He instinctively let go of Ricky's 
hair to grab the arms of his chair so he wouldn't hurt Ricky 
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in any way. By the time he started to come, he was fucking 
Ricky's mouth without restraint, pushing in over and over as 
he shook and cried out and flooded Ricky's mouth with 
come. 

All of Ricky's moans and whimpers were cut short by Jack's 
thrusts. He moved with Jack, swallowing, sucking, any 
finesse he might have had long gone in favor of letting Jack 
fuck his mouth. When Jack came, Ricky swallowed 
desperately, trying to take all of it. 

Jack came down with shudders, gasping. He forced himself 


to focus and see if Ricky was all right. Letting go of the 


chair, he reached out to stroke Ricky's hair. "Baby..." he 
whispered, his voice raw. That had been incredible. 

As soon as Jack touched him, Ricky pulled off and 
scrambled up into the chair. He was so hard his dick was 
Slick with pre-come. His cock brushed against Jack's leg and 
he whined, shuddering, and pressed his face against Jack's 


chest as he started to rock his hips, dragging his cock 
against 


Jack's thigh. 

Jack stroked his hair and back and thighs, leaving him to his 
own devices, watching him. "You're so good," Jack 
whispered. "Baby, you feel so good." He knew the signs of 
someone off in their own world, consumed by whatever 


drove them, and he loved to watch it when it was so raw 
and 


honest. 
Ricky rubbed his dick against Jack's leg like an overeager 


puppy, desperate and overwhelmed. It wasn't long before 
he 


was crying out, shuddering hard as he came all over Jack's 


thigh. He was utterly open, shameless, clearly trusting that 


Jack would take care of him. 

"My sweetheart. You feel so good." Ricky's orgasm made 
Jack hot through and he was touched by seeing how much 
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he turned Ricky on. He wanted nothing more than to shelter 
and protect his lover, to stay with him all night. 

Ricky came down slowly, warm and Safe in Jack's arms. He 
nuzzled against Jack's chest and took slow, deep breaths. 
Jack leaned back in the chair and held Ricky close, feeling 
remarkably sated and blessed. 

When Jack stood, he picked Ricky up entirely to carry him to 
the bed. He settled Ricky into bed and crawled in after his 
lover, pulling the covers over them, sheltering Ricky with his 
body and holding him close. Ricky relaxed under his weight, 
making soft, contented noises. Jack curled around Ricky and 
held him close while they hid from the world in a little nest 
that was warm and dark and smelled of their bodies and 
breath. Jack held onto Ricky and hardly moved, like if he 


didn't, time wouldn't pass. 


KKK 


Eventually, though, time did pass, and it found Ricky fully 


dressed and snuggling up against Jack's chest in the 
elevator 


heading up to the hotel room he was sharing with Aaron. He 
didn't have much time left with Jack, and he wasn't happy 
about it. Even if Jack came to the meet tomorrow, Ricky had 
to leave with his team almost immediately after the awards 
ceremony, and that would be it. He wouldn't see Jack again 
until summer. He was grateful to have had this time -- he 
hadn't expected to even have this -- but he didn't want it to 
end. 

Jack held him close, like Jack was feeling it, too. When the 
elevator chimed, Jack kissed Ricky's hair. "Good luck 
tomorrow, baby," he said softly as they started walking 
Slowly to Ricky's room. It was less than five minutes to 
midnight. 

"Thanks," Ricky rasped, rubbing his cheek against Jack's 
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chest as they walked. "I've only got one more race." 


"Should have got you something for that sore throat," Jack 


said. "You sure you're okay?" He reached up to stroke under 
Ricky's chin and down. 

"I'm okay." Ricky smiled and tilted his head back to let Jack 
pet him. "Really. One of the guys might have a cough drop 
or something, if | need it." He didn't want Jack to feel bad 
about his throat; he'd loved sucking Jack off like that, feeling 
Jack fuck his mouth. It had been incredible. 

"All right." Jack stroked his cheek instead. "As long as 
you're Okay. I'll see you tomorrow, before you leave, if you 
want me to find you after." 


"Please?" Ricky reached up to cup Jack's cheek. "I'd like to 
see you again, even if it's just for a few minutes." Ricky 


would rather see Jack for longer, but he knew they wouldn't 
have much time. 

"I'll be there." Jack stopped in front of Ricky's door and 
turned to face him, stroking back his hair with both hands. "I 
want to see you, too," Jack said quietly. 

That made Ricky smile. It felt so good, knowing that Jack 
wanted to be with him, too. "I'll make sure to find you, 


then." 


Jack kissed him on the forehead. It was time to go. "I'm glad 
| came," he said. "Being with you makes me happy. You be 
happy, baby." Jack kissed him one more time, sweetly. "If | 
don't see you tomorrow, I'll see you this summer. You know 
where | am if you need me." He bumped Ricky's nose with 
his own, smiling. "Or if you just miss me. Right?" 

"Right." Ricky would call. He wasn't going to give up that 
contact, not now. 
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"Okay." Jack looked at Ricky just a moment longer, then he 
pulled Ricky into his arms, gently, and kissed him slow and 
hot. They probably wouldn't get to do that tomorrow. 

Oh, that was so good. Ricky purred into the kisses, 
wrapping his arms around Jack and pressing up against 
Jack, just for a little while longer. For all that every need or 
desire he could've had had been filled already tonight, 
Ricky's kisses were filled with heat and want. His desire 
hadn't faded at all. 

"Sleep well, sweetheart." Jack left without looking back. 


Ricky slumped back against the wall and watched Jack go. 


When the elevator doors closed, he slipped a hand into his 
pocket to find his room key. He needed a shower, and to 
bask in his memories for a little while. 

"You okay?" 

Ricky turned around to see Jason standing in the open door 
to his room, his expression uncharacteristically solemn. 
"Yeah. I'm just..." He waved at the elevator. 

"I can tell. You sound like crap, are you getting a cold?" 
Jason frowned at him. "You've been out late." 

"Who's got a cold?" Mike peered over Jason's shoulder, 
looking wild-eyed. "No one is allowed to have a cold, you 
two." He started pulling vitamin bottles from the pockets of 
his robe. 

"| don't have a cold." Ricky's cheeks flared so hot he was 
afraid he'd be accused of running a fever. He did sound like 
crap. "I just..." He gestured at his throat. 
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"Have some cough drops." Mike tossed a package -- with 
extra Vitamin C -- at him, and Ricky caught it. 


"If he doesn't have a cold..." Jason started, looking worried. 


"Leave it alone." Mike grabbed Jason by the ear and hauled 
him back. "Your baby is home safe, come to bed." 

"Hey, |..." Jason sputtered, but then the protest went out of 
him as things dawned. "Oh. Dude. Ricky!" The door shut 


behind him before he could say anything else. Ricky 
laughed 


and let himself into his room. 
Aaron looked sleepy, lying on his belly with his head on his 
pillow, but the light between the beds was still on and he 


was still awake. "I hear you don't have a cold," he teased. "I 
hardly need to ask you if you had a good time or not... but | 


will anyway." 

Ricky emptied his pockets onto the dresser. "I had a very, 
very good time." 

"Dare | ask about the sore throat? | will." Aaron put his chin 
in his hand. "Too much screaming?" 

Ricky blushed and got out a throat lozenge. "I probably 
would've been a little rough just from the screaming. But no. 
After dinner, | gave him a blowjob." Not just any blowjob. 
Ricky would be jerking off thinking about that one for 


weeks, if not longer. "He tasted so good, felt so good in my 


mouth, | couldn't get enough." 

"Just from the screaming." Aaron covered his eyes with his 
hand and laughed. "Does he give classes or something? 
God, now | envy you both." 

Ricky was pretty sure that's what his summer had been, but 
he didn't think Jack was going to make a regular thing of it. 
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"| don't think so." He smiled and shook his head. "I'm pretty 
sure he's got a rule about only having one barely-legal boy 


toy ata time, anyway." 

"I think you're more than that. Dork." 

Ricky laughed. "Good thing, or I'd lose my job this summer, 
when I turn twenty." 

"Jackass. I'll take it. | can lie about my age." Aaron shook 
his head. "I'm glad you had a good time, man. | hate you 
more than ever now, in a brotherly way." 


"Aww, man, don't hate." Ricky started to get undressed. "I'm 
always happy to share what | know." He tilted his head and 


reconsidered. "Well, not tonight. | mean, | already came so 
many times, | don't think | could get it up with a crane. But." 


Aaron laughed at him. "Go to bed. I'll take you up on that 


when you recover, maybe. Or, you know, maybe l'Il be all 


intimidated and have performance anxiety because you 
have 


the big boy sex." He winked. 

"Definitely big," Ricky agreed, laughing. He slithered out of 
his pants and briefs and tossed them on the chair. 

"Uh, Ricky." Aaron sat up to put his earplugs in and 
stopped. "Turn..." He waved his hand to get Ricky to turn 
sideways. 

Ricky dropped his shirt on the pile with his pants and briefs, 
and then turned. He looked at Aaron, eyebrows raised. 
Aaron chuckled slightly. "Uh, you might want to watch how 
you stand when you're getting changed tomorrow. Your man 
has big hands. Guess what they say is true." He pointed at 
Ricky's hip and ass. 
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Ricky looked down to see five fingertip-shaped bruises on 
his skin, one on his hip and four on his reddened ass. "Oh, 
fuck." He remembered how those had gotten there, when it 


must've happened. The memory of how it had felt for Jack to 


squeeze his hip like that, dragging Ricky down onto his cock 

over and over again while Ricky begged him to come, 

wouldn't fade nearly so fast as the bruises probably would. 

"Um. Yeah. l'Il... try to be careful." 

"Bastard," Aaron grumbled as he flopped onto his belly with 

his earplugs it. He was laughing when he said it, though. 
EK 

The meet was over and Ricky had won two of his three 


races. He came in second on the third race, and his team 
had, 


overall, come in second in the Championships. They'd be 
moving on to Nationals. His parents would come for that, he 
was sure. 

For now, though, Jack was here and Ricky wanted to find 
him. He waved off Jase and headed for the barriers, looking 
for his lover. It was his last chance before Jack flew back 
home. Jack slipped between a pair of soccer moms on their 


cell phones and met Rick at the barrier, reaching for Ricky 
SO 


they wouldn't get separated by the crowds. Ricky let Jack 


pull him in and leaned up for a kiss. If he was surprised by 


Jack's openness, he didn't let that stop him from benefiting 
from it. 

Jack kissed Ricky tenderly, with some heat behind it. 
"Congratulations, baby," he said, pulling back a little. He 


slipped between the sections of the barrier without letting 
go 


of Ricky's hands. 

“Thank you." Ricky beamed up at Jack. He'd been 
swimming well this year, and it showed in his scores here at 
the meet. He was proud of what he'd done. 
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"I'm so proud of you." Jack pulled Ricky into his arms. 

“Tom and | both got some good shots of you and the boys, 
so I'll send those to your email." 

“Thanks. | bet the guys would like to have some pictures to 


send back to their families and stuff, too." Ricky leaned up 
to 


press a soft kiss to Jack's lips. "I'm glad you came." 
"So am I. One of my better decisions of the year, if | do say 
so." Jack looked a bit smug, and just generally happy. His 


smile reached his eyes and made the crow's feet at the 


corners crinkle up. 

Ricky laughed. "Careful, it's still early in the year for 
declarations like that." He was glad Jack thought it would be, 
though. 

"I've left myself a little wiggle room." Jack kissed Ricky on 
the mouth once more, tenderly. "I think | hear Coach 
Sullivan starting to bellow. You're okay today?" He wasn't 
letting Ricky go just yet. 

"Yeah." Ricky gave Jack another smile. "I'm sorry you've 

got to go, but... Well. I'm going to be heading back to school 


later today, too, so it's not like I'd be here to spend more 
time 


with you." Only a few months left until summer. Ricky 
could manage. 

"| think we've stolen our share of moments for the month," 
Jack said gently. "We both need to get back to work. 
Congratulations on the results, though. Give me a kiss, 
sweetheart, before your team goes off without you." 

Ricky leaned up and gave Jack a soft, sweet kiss on the 


mouth. "Have a good flight back home," he said, and then, 


before he lost his nerve, he turned and headed back to his 
team. 
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Jason hadn't gone far, hovering, bouncing on his toes, 
looking fretful. He caught up to Ricky quickly and puta 
protective arm around him. "You okay, little bro?" 

Ricky leaned into the embrace, grateful for the comfort. 


"Yeah. I'm okay," he sighed. "It's not like | could take him 
back to school with me or something." 


"Well, you kinda could, but he's a bit big to keep in your 
room." Jason patted Ricky's shoulder gently, his forehead 
creased in a frown. "And don't worry, it's not long until you 
go home again, right?" 

"Yeah." Ricky offered Jason a smile. That was the same 
thing he'd been thinking, after all, to comfort himself. 
"Besides, he's got work to do, and I'd probably fail all my 
classes if | had Jack locked up in my bedroom." 

"| think there're some guys at school who'd be kinda sad if 
you quit playing the field, anyway," Jason said 


pragmatically. "You're too young to settle down." 


Ricky laughed and slung his arm around Jason's waist in 
return. "You spend an awful lot of time worrying about me 
and my sex life." 

"I worry about you," Jason corrected firmly, then looked 
sheepish. "I know it's none of my business, but | can't help 
it. It's just... it's not nice out there, man. And you... | mean, 
look what already happened to you." Jason shrugged, 
hunching his shoulders up uncomfortably. "There're people 
out there with fucked up ideas, man. | should know." 

"I'm not complaining, man," Ricky assured him. "But I'm 
okay, you know." 

"I Know, but..." Jason's face was a study in worry and 
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remorse. "I just know how I used to be, and | wasn't nearly 
as bad as guys | used to call my friends. | just want you to 
stay okay, okay?" 

Ricky had known that some of his teammates had struggled 
with him coming out. He'd even known Jase had been one of 


the guys who had a problem with it, but he'd never asked. 


He hadn't wanted to make anything harder than it had to 
be. 


"I'm glad you're my friend, man. | Know this stuff isn't 
always easy for you guys and | really... | appreciate how 
much everybody worries and tries to take care of me and 
stuff. | appreciate how much you try." 

"Yeah, well, no one knows how stupid and shitty people can 
be like some of us who used to be there." Jason hugged 
Ricky tight against him with one arm. He sounded sad and 
hurt. "Guess maybe I'm just trying to make up for it, kinda. 
I'm sorry, little bro." He bumped his head gently against 
Ricky's, his funny anxious-straight-guy version of an 
apologetic kiss. "Don't expect me to stop waiting up for you 
any time soon." 

"It's all good, man. We're cool." Ricky gave Jason a little 
one-armed hug. "You ever wanna talk, ask questions about 
me and Jack or whatever, I'm here. You just gotta say. I'll tell 
you whatever you want to know, okay?" 

"Yeah, okay." Jason gave Ricky a crooked grin. "I think 


right now | got all | need to Know from your goofy-ass grin 


and the sore throat -- you so do not have a cold." He started 
laughing and ruffled Ricky's hair. 
Ricky laughed at Jason, shaking his head. "Hey, man. | 
never said anything about a cold." 
Mike came dodging through the crowd and stopped, looking 
them over. "Coach is looking... Oh, man. Is there something 
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"Nah, Ricky's got more class than that." Jason rolled his 
eyes. 
Ricky put on a pout and said, "Jason turned me down." 
"Oh, Christ. | am too old for this." Mike rolled his eyes at 
them. "Will you two get your asses over here now, please?" 
He turned to lead the way back to the team. 
Ricky laughed and slipped away from Jason, catching his 
friend’s hand and dragging Jason after him as he followed 
Mike back to the team. 

eK 
Going back to school was hard; seeing Jack had been so 


good, bonding with him again, but then they had to part and 


it was going to be months before they saw each other again. 
The raucousness of his housemates sometimes grated on 
Ricky's nerves and made him miss not only Jack, but his 
peaceful house, as well. Ricky had retreated to his bedroom 
for some quiet, so he could get some of his homework done. 
His cell phone rang when he was halfway through the 
week's readings for Queer Lit, so he rolled over and grabbed 
it. Jack. Ricky smiled and accepted the call. "Jack, hey." 
"Hey, yourself." Jack sounded good, warm and contented. 
Sometimes, now, he wasn't cranky at all at the start of their 
phone calls. "How's it going in academia?" 

"Not too bad. Reading some Kushner excerpts for class." 
These weekly phone calls had turned into weekly debates 
about Ricky's course assignments. It helped distract both of 
them from their inability to have mind-blowing sex, and it 
had done great things for Ricky's grades. 
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Jack gave a rather equine snort. "Of course you are." Jack 
and academia didn't get along, Ricky knew, which was a 


shame, because he would have had fun there. Whether 


academia would have had fun with him was a different 
matter. "You must be looking to finals already." 

"Getting close," Ricky agreed. "Three of my classes have 
final papers this time, one exam. It won't be too bad. I'm 
going to write about Rousseau's Discourse on Inequality for 
my Philosophy of Politics class, | think. Maybe something 
on Rita Mae Brown for Queer Lit, I'm not sure." 


"Papers," Jack said dryly. "I am getting old. What happened 
to grueling three-hour exams with hundreds of kids re- 
breathing gym air huddled on rickety plastic chairs that left 


them with crippling back injuries? People have no respect 
for 


tradition anymore." 

Ricky laughed, rolling onto his back to look up at the ceiling 
while they talked. "You took the wrong classes, maybe. My 
calc class has an exam, but that's it." 

“Nah, they just liked to torture us, back in my day. How're 
you doing otherwise?" 

"I'm okay." Ricky sighed, kicking at his pillows to get them 
out of the way. "You have plans for your birthday?" 


There was a pause, like Jack was thrown off course for a 


moment. "No, don't usually." Now the wall was shifting 

back into place. "Why?" 

"No reason. Well, not really. | mean..." Ricky picked at the 
worn edge of his T-shirt. "It's not like | can come home, or 
anything, but | wish | could. See you for your birthday, | 
mean." 

Jack was quiet again. "I could come see you," he said at last. 
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"Not doing anything that weekend." 

"Really?" Ricky hadn't expected Jack to offer to come see 


him. The swim meet had been an unexpected treat, as it 
was. 


"Yeah. Really." Jack's voice was a reassuring rumble. 

“Could come up, be there on my birthday, if you weren't 
doing anything that night." 

"I'm... no. l'm not doing anything." Ricky couldn't keep the 
excitement or pleasure out of his voice. "Nothing but seeing 
you." 

"Good. That's all | want for my birthday then," Jack said 


firmly. "Let me take you out." 


"I'd like that." The phone calls were great, but nowhere near 
as good as seeing Jack would be. "I'd like that a lot." 
"I'll email you my flight schedule." Jack's voice had softened 


again, the tenderness was back in it like he was reaching 
out 


to stroke Ricky's hair. 

"| really liked spending time with you, last time." Ricky was 
sure Jack already knew that. "Dinner, and everything." 

"| liked that, too." Jack's rumble was not that of a man 


remembering the antipasto, no matter how good it had 
been. 


"I'm glad | showed up." 

"Me, too. It was..." Ricky shifted, trying to get more 
comfortable. "I think about it a lot." 

"So do |. You were very beautiful that night," Jack said 
softly. "You looked so good in that big, white bed." 

Oh. Ricky made an attempt at propriety, at least, tugging at 
the legs of his jeans to try to take the pressure off. "You 
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looked good, too." He knew Jack could hear it in his voice, 


how turned on he was getting. "When you... when you let 


me ride you like that." 
"That was so good, baby," Jack purred. "You're so sweet 


when you take care of me, then and when you sucked me 
off 


at the end." His breath caught and he hummed low on the 


exhalation. "You're incredible." He spoke so gently. "Special 
and real and good. Didn't know someone could still turn me 


on so much, keep me jerking off night after night just to get 
a 


little sleep." 

God, just the idea of Jack jerking off thinking about him was 
enough to make Ricky moan. "It was so good," Ricky 
murmured, palming his dick through his jeans. "The way 
you tasted, the way you felt in my mouth... | didn't want to 
stop. God, do you really...?" 

"Oh, hell, yes." Jack's voice was pure sex, all heat and 
rumble. "Yes, you on your knees on the bed with my tongue 
in you, you coming in my mouth like you couldn't control 
anything anymore, riding me hard and telling me to come, 
the way you looked waiting for me to put the clamps on you, 


sweet Jesus, remembering your pretty little face makes me 


about come in my pants, and that's not all of it, that's not 
even half the things | think about some nights." 

Ricky gave up. His jeans came open with a few quick tugs at 
the button and zipper, and then he had a hand wrapped 
around his dick. Fuck. "Jack..." He caught his breath, and 
then admitted, "I like knowing how much you want me. 
Hearing it in your voice. That night, the way you sounded 
when you said you wanted to fuck me, needed to fuck me..." 
"| meant it." Jack groaned, softly, like he was touching 
himself, or at least remembering being touched very clearly. 
"You take me in like you crave me, and | remember when 
you were so scared of it. Just getting to touch you... | never 
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forget what an honor it is to be your lover, baby. It still is. | 
feel it every time. Wish | could touch you now, show you 
again." 

"Oh, God. Me, too." Ricky tucked the phone against his 
shoulder and shoved his jeans further down, then wrapped 
his hand around his dick again, stroking slowly. "You make 


it so good, every time. | want it so much. Every time you 


touch me like that. God, | can't help it." 

"I want you to want it that much. It's good for you. You 
sound like you want it right now. You sound so good, 

baby." 

"| do," Ricky admitted, long past feeling embarrassed about 
how much he wanted Jack. "I want to feel it again, the way it 
feels when your dick opens me up." Ricky couldn't resist. 
Scrambling with one hand, he found the lube he kept under 
his pillow and slicked his fingers, then teased around his 
hole the way Jack would. 


"You're so beautiful," Jack purred. "I love getting my mouth 
on you, kissing you, tasting you, getting my fingers in you 


and touching you deep inside and making you moan. | love 
watching you open up and running my fingers over you 
when you're all open for me." 

Ricky moaned, pushing a finger in. "I love... Fuck, | love it 
when you do that. Feels so good. Intense. More, when 
you're already inside me." 

There was the double-thump of a fist on Ricky's door and 


then someone turned the knob, shoving it open. "Yo, man, 


I'm going..." Mike started as he plunged into Ricky's room. 
"Fuck!" Ricky dragged his hands back. The phone fell, and 
Ricky got his hand on something, pitching it toward the 
door. Textbook. "Out, get out!" Please, get out. 
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"Jesus." Mike did a one-eighty so fast that the book hit the 
door behind him. "Christ, man, put a sock on the door or 
something. | could've been Jason," he griped. 

"It was closed!" Ricky yelled back. 

"Yeah, well, you were alone," Mike shot back before 
stomping off. "See if | invite you to the grocery store again." 
Shit. Ricky scrambled around to find the phone again. 
"Sorry, sorry." 

Jack was laughing. When he heard Ricky's voice, he 
stopped, or at least sounded like he was trying to stop. 
"Hazards of living in a shared house," he said, already 
having figured it out. 

"| have my own room for a reason," Ricky protested, 
groaning with embarrassment and frustration. 


"Well, can you lock the door?" Jack was amused, but his 


voice was low and rough, still turned on. 

"Yeah." Ricky shook himself a little and got up to go do just 
that. It hadn't been locked before, because he'd just been 
studying. He hadn't expected to be having phone sex with 
Jack. "Yeah. It's locked now." He slumped against the door 
and palmed his flagging erection. 

"Then take your clothes off for me, baby," Jack said, his 
tone stern but tender. 

Ricky's breath caught in his throat and he groaned. "Yeah, 
yeah, okay. Hang on." He had to put the phone down to get 
his shirt off. His jeans and briefs went next. By the time he 
was naked, he was hard again. Jack's voice alone was 
enough to do that. Ricky picked up the phone again. "Done," 
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he said, heading back to the bed. 

"Lie down. All pretty like | could see you right now." Jack 
seemed wistful. "You are so beautiful, baby. You don't 

know it now, but you are magic." 

Ricky stretched out on the bed. Jack liked looking at him, so 


Ricky tried to describe the way he looked. "I'm on my back. 


| wish | had an earpiece for my phone. I've got to get one. 
So 


| could be up on my knees." Ricky got a little distracted by 


that. "I love the way it feels when you're behind me like 
that. 


Fucking me, licking me... God, at the hotel, the way you 
sounded when you got me up on my knees..." 

"You were so delicious," Jack said, purring. "God, your ass. 
Golden and curvy and perfect. The way you move when | 
tongue you is sublime. Drives me fucking crazy, baby, 
feeling you open up for me. | could do that for hours, spread 
you open and just make you feel so good. Love to feel you 
beg for it, push back... can't wait to have all the time in the 
world, get you all laid out and lick you and kiss you and 
tongue you, suck your balls and your dick, worship you 
until you come over and over again." 

"Oh, fuck." Ricky found the lube again and pushed two 
fingers in his ass, stretching himself open. He stroked 
himself with his other hand, tight and slow. "I want that. So 
much, Jack. | want to feel your mouth on me again." 


"You will, | promise." Jack moaned softly. "Tell me what 


else you want, baby." 

"| want..." Ricky closed his eyes, remembering everything 
they'd done together. "I want to suck you off like that again. 
| want to feel you in my mouth again, so thick and hard. | 
want to lick you like that, all over, taste everything." Jack 
was so purely male, with his big dick and his big balls and 
his chest hair, and Ricky wanted to get his mouth on all of it. 
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"I want to suck you off so | can feel it the next day, hear it in 
my own voice." 

"That was so good, sweetheart. That pretty little mouth, the 
way you lick me and suck me drives me crazy. You get so 
into it, like you get lost. You were so fucking good to me. 
You are so fucking good to me, Ricky. | just want to hold 

you and make it all that good for you." 

"| just... | couldn't get enough. | can't. | want..." Ricky 
whined a little, stroking faster and rocking his hips to take 
his fingers deeper. "God, | want that again. | want you to 


sound like that again, to fuck my mouth like that again." 


"Shh," Jack soothed. "I will. | can't do that with anyone else, 
just give it up like | do for you. There's nothing like letting 


go and knowing you want it, want all of me. | want to feel 
that again, baby. | just want to lock the door and lose our 
clothes and get lost in each other for hours." 

Ricky struggled to catch his breath, to slow down, but with 
Jack talking like that, it wasn't easy. "I want that, too. | 
want... | want you." His breath was coming fast as the heat 
and need built up. 

"| want you, too, sweetheart. | think about you a lot," Jack 
admitted, moaning. "Not just the sex. You." 

"Me, too." Ricky shivered as his fingers pushed in again. 
"God, Jack..." He meant to say something else, to tell Jack 
how much he loved just spending time with Jack, talking to 
Jack, but then he was coming, whimpering Jack's name and 
spilling heat all over his belly. 

"Oh. Oh, baby. | want to be there with you right now," Jack 
whispered, moaning, "Baby, so good," and sounding as raw 
and rough as he always did when he came. 
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Ricky gasped through the aftershocks, trying to catch his 
breath to speak. "Jack," he managed. "God, Jack..." 
Listening to Jack come was such a thrill, knowing that he'd 
turned Jack on that much. 

Jack was breathing hard. "Ricky. Sweetheart," he murmured. 
"God." 

"You're coming for your birthday, right?" It couldn't come 
soon enough for Ricky. The phone sex just made him want it 
more. 

"I'll be there. I'll come get you; we'll have a good time." 

"Do you want me to look for somewhere for us to go to 
dinner?" Ricky was trying to remember that the visit was for 
Jack's birthday, not just for sex. 

"We'll need to eat eventually," Jack said, as though he were 
considering the merits of just locking them in a hotel room 
somewhere. “If there's anywhere you want to go, want to 
stay, just let me know." 

"I'll figure something out." Ricky could ask around, check 
online, find somewhere they could go. "When I have your 


flight info, | can make reservations or something." Maybe 


there was a really good hotel restaurant around here. 
"Anywhere you want, sweetheart. It doesn't have to be 
fancy," Jack said. "I just want to be with you." 

Oh. Ricky knew Jack liked being with him -- Jack wouldn't 
be with him, otherwise -- but hearing it like that was 


different, special. "Thank you," he said quietly. "I'll find 
somewhere where we can have a good time." 


"| don't want to interfere with you getting your work done, 
or mine. I'll stay one night and fly out the next day," Jack 
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said. "I'll be there twenty-four hours." That would give them 


enough time to touch each other, to tide them both over for 
a 


while. Ricky would be home in a few weeks after that. 

Ricky nodded before he remembered Jack couldn't see. 
"Okay. I'll clear as much of my time as I can, then. Make 
sure that I've got stuff done ahead of time, so | can spend as 
much time as possible with you while you're here." 

"You'll stay with me?" Jack asked quietly. 


"Yeah." Ricky smiled at that. They hadn't been able to do 


that before. They'd only had two nights in the same bed in 
all 


the time they’d been together. "I'd like that." 

"Good. | can't wait." 

"Just let me know if there's anything special you want me to 
bring." Ricky could think of lots of things. He might need to 
make sure he checked into the room early, so he could drop 
things off. 

"You," Jack said. "Everything else is embellishment. 
Anything you want, baby. Any way you want me to make 
you come." 

"Oh, God." Ricky gave a little groaning laugh. "How much 
time will we have, again?" He could think of a lot of ways he 
wanted Jack to make him come, and just as many ways he 
wanted to make Jack come. 


"Just twenty-four hours." Jack laughed quietly. "But you'll be 
out of school soon enough. We'll have to work something 


out." 
"We will." Ricky hoped so. He wanted to. It would be more 


complicated than it had been last year, when Ricky had 
been 


working for Jack. Suzanne had insisted Ricky do something 
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more productive with his summer than "dig around in the 
dirt," so Ricky's dad had gotten him a part-time internship at 
the courthouse. He'd have to talk to Jack about that. But not 
right now. They'd work something out. 


"In the meantime, school." Jack's voice was soft and fond. "I 
think | interrupted you." 


"I'm sure Kushner would approve," Ricky teased. "I should 
get back to it, though. I'll look for an email about your 
flight?" 

"You'll get it soon. I'll call you again, too." 


"Good." Ricky was looking forward to that, too. "I'll let you 
know about the hotel and stuff." 


"Okay. Have a good evening, sweetheart." 

"You, too, Jack." Ricky stretched out on the bed, feeling 
warm and good. "I'll talk to you later." 

"You will." 

When the phone started to beep in his ear, Ricky finally had 
to hang up and put it down. Jack was coming for his 


birthday. Jack wanted to spend his birthday with Ricky. Jack 


wanted to see Ricky over the summer. Jack was coming. 
Ricky could hardly contain himself, he was so happy. He 
barely managed to remember to get himself dressed before 
he went rushing out of the room to go tell one of his 
housemates -- whichever one he ran into first -- that Jack 
was coming to see him again. 
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C hapter Twelve 

Ricky'd had plenty of time to get ready for Jack's arrival. 


He'd written huge amounts on his term papers, he'd 
arranged 


to do his solo training yesterday instead of today, he'd made 


reservations for dinner and for the hotel room, and he'd 
gone 


shopping. Shopping had been the hardest part. He'd finally 
found what he needed, though. 


He did his make-up first, remembering how he'd been 
taught 


to apply everything for Halloween. He tried to tone it down a 


little, with less eyeshadow and a lighter shade of lipstick, 
and 


the mirror told him he'd done a good job of it. The dress 


came next, a knee-length swath of chiffon silk that started 
as 


turquoise at the spaghetti straps and faded down to brown 
at 


the bottom of the asymmetrical skirt. He had to struggle to 
get the zipper all the way up, and it wasn't until he was 
putting on his shoes -- metallic gold leather slingbacks with 


two-inch heels -- that he remembered the little hook-and- 
eye 


clasp at the top of the zipper. 

He couldn't hook it himself. Ricky debated a while whether 
he should just leave it undone, but finally he poked his head 
out the door. "Aaron? You still here?" 

"Yo, man." There was a thud as Aaron moved something 
out of the way and then his door opened. "What's up?" He 
came out yawning, headphones around his neck. 

"| need a hand with something." Ricky ducked back inside 
his room. Before, it had been Halloween. He'd had a good 
excuse. Not so much, now. "If you've got a minute?" 


"Yeah, sure. | think | fell asleep on my books." Aaron 


followed him into the room. "What do you need help wi..." 
His voice trailed off as he got a look at Ricky. 

"Yeah." Ricky tried to wave it off without explaining. He 
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turned his back to show the zipper. "There's a little... hook 
thing?" His stomach felt tight with nerves. Walking out like 
this in front of strangers? No problem. Letting his friends 
see him, though, that was pretty much the most unnerving 
thing Ricky could think of, and here he was, doing it. 
"Sure." Aaron was visibly working on recovering. He came 
over to do up the hook. "You, uh... you look really good," 
he mumbled, head down as he did up the dress. 

Ricky wasn't sure what he'd expected Aaron to say or do, 


but Aaron's compliment -- uncertain as it had sounded -- 
was 


better than he'd hoped for. "Thanks. It's... thank you." 

"| thought the, um, Halloween thing was just dress-up." 
Aaron stepped back with his hands in his pockets, looking 
uncertain. 


Ricky turned around to face Aaron, his hands fluttering 


uncertainly with no pockets to hide them. "An... experiment, 
more like. | wanted to find out what it was like. I'm not, like, 
trying to pass or anything. Not really." He shrugged. He 
could maybe get by if people weren't paying attention, but, 
"I'm not tucking or anything. I'm just... You know. A guy in 

a dress." With make-up. And lacy thong panties he knew 
Jack would love. 

Aaron backed up until he was leaning on the doorframe, 
watching Ricky. He rubbed the back of one calf with the 
other foot, obviously still off-kilter. "So, um, | guess Jack 
likes it." 


"He does," Ricky agreed. "That's not... that's only part of 
why I decided to do it again, though. | mean. There's 


probably lots of things Jack likes that I'm not interested in 
doing. | wouldn't... | wouldn't do something just because he 
liked it, not if | didn't like it, too, you know? | like this. | 
mean, | like being a guy, don't get me wrong, but... it feels 
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nice, sometimes, to dress up in pretty stuff." 


Aaron was quiet a little longer, biting his lip, not quite 


looking at Ricky directly, but watching from under his 
lashes. "So did you do it before? | mean, other than now and 
Halloween?" 

Ricky shook his head. "No. Just Halloween. | mean, you 

Saw me walking around here before Halloween, trying to 
figure out how to not kill myself in those heels. That was 
pretty much it." He hadn't had the nerve to do it again, not 
until now. 


"Who's got the goddamn can opener agai--" Jason stopped 
in 


the doorway to Ricky's room and did a double-take. He was 
quiet a minute, then his face split open with a huge grin. 
"Dude! You're hot!" 

Ricky couldn't help but laugh. Jase's reaction was a huge 
relief. "Thanks, man. I've been working hard on my girlish 
figure, you know." 

"Yeah, yeah, shut up. | see you eat." Jason had to watch his 
carbs or he put on weight; Ricky could eat anything. "Which 


of you stole the can opener?" He shook a tin of tuna and 
then 


gnawed it dramatically. "I'm starving to death here, man." 


"Me." Aaron straightened up. "Couldn't find anything else to 
pop the top on that lemon fizz stuff my sister sent. I'll go get 


it." He slunk out of the room. 

Ricky watched him go, frowning a little. Well, it had gone 
better than he'd expected, at least. He turned his attention 
back to Jase. "Gonna eat it straight out of the can again, or 


are you actually going to make something with it, this 
time?" 


“Enh, outta the can. It's had enough done to it. What's with 
Aaron?" Jason frowned and looked out the bedroom door. 
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Ricky just raised his eyebrows and gestured down at the 
dress. Beyond that, he didn't know any more than Jason did. 
"Dude, that's my job." Jason sighed and shook his head. 
"You look good. | don't get it, but you look good. What the 
hell, right?" Aaron showed up with the can opener in hand 
and Jason snatched it away. "My tuna and | would like to be 
alone now," he said loftily, on the way out. "Later, bros." 
"You've gotta wonder just what he's going to do with that 
tuna, that he needs privacy for," Ricky said mildly, watching 


Jason walk away. 


"In this house, who the fuck knows anymore?" Aaron was 
standing in the doorway again, hands in his pockets, 
watching his toe scuff the carpet. Then he realized what had 
come out of his mouth and looked at Ricky, horrified. 
"Ricky, I'm..." 

It was almost a relief. Ricky shook his head, swallowing 
down the bile, and just said, "Obviously, my kinks don't do 
it for you. No big deal." 

"It's not..." Aaron stepped in and shut the door behind him 
quickly. He looked like he was about to burst into tears. "It's 
not that." He leaned on the door like he was facing a firing 
squad. "I just... yeah. | mean... You have the big boy sex 
with Jack," he said painfully, shrugging. "It's not like just 


‘cause you and me sometimes have sex... | mean, it's none 
of 


my business that you dress up like that for him, you know. | 
mean, | know. You never even said, after the Halloween 
thing, that you liked it or anything. | just, you know, | mean, 
you tell me stuff sometimes, only not this and not a lot of 


Stuff, but it's not like | couldn't take hearing it." He rubbed 


his hands on his hips, and then hugged himself. "It's not like 
| wouldn't go out with you like that or, like, go shopping or 
something with you, you know." 
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Ricky hopped up to sit on the edge of his desk, crossing his 
legs, because otherwise he was going to start to pace, and 
that would just be stupid. "I didn't really talk to anybody 
about it, | guess. | mean... it's not easy to figure out how 
people are going to react, you know? And that's... | mean, 


that's kind of why the other stuff, too." He tilted his head 
and 


kicked one foot out, and back, and out again, watching it 
swing. "| could take you shopping or something with me, 
sometime, if you wanted. And talk to you. About stuff." 
"Okay." Aaron kicked at the floor. "I didn't mean to be a 
jerk. I just..." He took a slow breath and let it out, staring at 
his feet. "You look so nice." He sounded wistful and he 
looked at Ricky from under his lashes. "I always thought, 
like, drag was kind of gross with all the makeup and 


everything. You don't look like that." He swallowed hard 


and kept talking. "You just... like, you look so... | wish you 
weren't going out." 

Oh. Ricky blushed fiercely. If he'd realized that was the 
problem... well, he wasn't sure. He might've handled it 
differently. "Oh. Um." He slipped down off the desk and 
straightened his skirt, then walked over to Aaron. The heels 
made him move differently, made him pay more attention to 
his hips and his shoulders when he walked. He stopped in 
front of Aaron and bit his lower lip, then tugged at Aaron's 
T-shirt to get Aaron to look at him. "Another time, maybe?" 
Aaron looked at him reluctantly, cheeks pink. "Um, yeah. 
Any time." He ran a finger down Ricky's arm, tracing all the 


way to his wrist. "You're really beautiful," he said quietly. "I 
hope you have fun with Jack." 


Carefully, slowly, Ricky leaned in and pressed a light, 
lipsticked kiss to Aaron's lips. "Thank you." 

Aaron shivered a little at the kiss and then gave Ricky a shy 
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smile. "You're welcome. |, um, | should go finish my 


paper," he said softly. "Tell Jack 'Happy Birthday' for us and 


stuff." He kissed Ricky on the cheek, a swift peck, and then 
fumbled for the doorknob. 
Ricky waited until Aaron left and then slumped against the 
door in relief. Two down, one to go. Plus Jack. He didn't 
really know how Jack was going to react. Halloween had 
been one thing, but this was... well, he hoped Jack would be 
okay with taking him out like this. Ricky could change his 
clothes if he needed to, but that wasn't really the point. 

EK 
Jack had rented a large car for his visit; he didn't usually 
drive anything of the sort but he wanted to be able to go 
anywhere he wanted with Ricky and to do it comfortably. 
More than that, he loved how Ricky would get all pleased by 
being treated specially, how Ricky's eyes had lit up at the 
sight of the hotel room they'd randomly ended up with that 
night at the swim meet. He pulled up in front of the little 
four-bedroom house the boys were renting and got out, 
straightening his jacket. 
He'd decided to split the difference between dressed-up and 


Casual in a tuxedo jacket over a silk T-shirt and black 


straight-leg jeans and polished boots. He hoped it suited 
Ricky well enough. He’d even picked up a black lily 


boutonniere to wear, remembering the days when 
gentlemen 


did that sort of thing. It wasn't for him; it was to see the look 
on Ricky's face when he realized that Jack had done 
something nice for him. Because of him. He pushed his 
sunglasses up and took the steps to the door two at a time, 
then rang the bell. 

The door was answered by a tousle-headed, lanky boy 


wearing happy-face flannel pants and a faded lifeguard 
tank- 


top. Possibly Mike; Jack had tried to remember them all. 
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"Yo." Mike looked startled. "I'll get Ricky." He held the door 
and Jack stepped into the foyer, feeling too big for the 


house. He'd forgotten what it was like to live like this. It was 
reasonably clean for a house of boys, but the furniture was 


in typical disrepair and there were boxes of empties near 
the 


door. Mike took off up the narrow stairs. "Hey, Ricky." Jack 


could hear the thump on Ricky's door. 

"Coming!" Ricky called. 

There was some murmured conversation, and then Mike 
came thumping down the stairs ahead of Ricky. "Um, he's 
right..." he said to Jack, gesturing back up the stairs. 

Ricky bit his lip and waved his free hand. "Hey." 

Jack thought he was going to melt; Ricky looked 
unbelievably beautiful. "You look incredible," he said, 
stepping to the bottom of the stairs and offering Ricky his 
hand. 

Ricky smiled, slipping his hand into Jack's as he reached the 
base of the stairs. "Thank you." His expression was the most 
exquisite blend of shyness and pride. 

"Really." Ricky took Jack's breath away, more than usual. 

He was all sleek and gold and wrapped in silk and looking 
elegant. The almost-curves of his body set off the dress 
perfectly and Jack knew exactly what was underneath; it 
made his mouth water to think about it. Jack kissed the back 
of Ricky's hand as Ricky stepped down to the floor. "Is there 


anything you need to do before we go?" The words were 


automatic; Jack's mind was already ahead, to the taste of 
Ricky's mouth and the feel of his skin and the sound of his 
voice. 

Shaking his head, Ricky tipped his head up to brush his lips 
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over Jack's. Jack was smitten, and he knew it. If he'd been 
younger, and had any business dating Ricky, he'd have 
laughed and swept Ricky up in his arms and kissed him 
fiercely. Jack just didn't want to start acting young because 
he was dating a young man. A man his age didn't have any 
business behaving that way -- giddy and careless and full of 
promises and expectations. Jack wasn't expecting anything 


and he was careful; that didn't mean he wasn't enjoying 
every 


moment, though. 

"Then your chariot awaits." Jack held out a hand to take 
Ricky's bag and coat. "May |?" 

"Sure." Ricky surrendered the bag and coat and let Jack lead 
him to the front door. 


Jack held the door for Ricky, and then offered his arm. "Do 


they know you're going to be out for the night?" 
"Yeah." Ricky curled his hand around Jack's arm and smiled 
up at him. "I told them you were coming. They know where 


we're staying and they have my cell number if they need 
me 


for anything." 

"Good. I'd hate to worry Jason." Jack leaned over and kissed 
Ricky's cheek. He juggled things so he could open Ricky's 
door for him and help him into the car. 


"He's a good guy," Ricky said, sliding down into the seat. "I 
made sure to let him know what my plans were today, so he 


would know I'm okay." 
"Don't want him pounding on my door at midnight," Jack 
teased. He closed Ricky's door and put Ricky's things in the 


back seat before going around to the driver's side and 
getting 


in. He closed the door and sat there a moment before 
putting 


the keys in the ignition. "You look unbelievably good," he 
said, turning to Ricky. He had no idea what he'd done to 
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deserve someone so beautiful. "Like a dream." 

“Thank you." Ricky smiled slowly, flushing with pleasure. 
“Happy birthday." 

"It is." Jack leaned in to kiss Ricky properly, one hand 
Cupping Ricky’s cheek, his mouth insistent and passionate 


on Ricky's. Ricky tilted his head and opened up to the 
kisses, 


turning in his seat so he could lean closer to Jack. 

"When are our reservations again?" Jack had to make 
himself stop kissing Ricky by sheer force of will to ask the 
question. 

"We have a little time," Ricky said, but he had to check the 
clock in the car to figure out how much. "Forty-five 
minutes." He looked at Jack's lips again like all he wanted to 
do was kiss them some more. 

"We can change the reservations if we have to." Jack leaned 
in for another kiss, reaching for his seatbelt. "I assumed it 
would be rude to your housemates to take you back upstairs 
and fuck you on your desk," he murmured. He was glad he'd 


been in mannerly mode in the house, too surprised to let his 


instincts take over, or he might have done it anyway. 

Ricky snorted. "Like they've never brought people back to 
their rooms?" 

"| don't think they make their dates sound like you sound," 
Jack pointed out, managing to get the key in the ignition 
without interrupting the little nipping kisses he was planting 
on Ricky's mouth. 

Ricky coughed out a little laugh, blushing fiercely. "Um. 
Yeah. Maybe not. | don't exactly keep gags lying around, 
SO..." 
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"Mm, and I didn't bring one, since | want to hear you." Jack 
started the car, giving Ricky's nose one last nuzzle before he 
did. 

Ricky settled back into his seat and pulled his seatbelt on. 
"So... hotel, then?" 

"Yes." Jack's tone was low, but emphatic. 

The big car purred away from the curb and, once they were 


headed down the street, Jack reached over to run his hand 
up 


Ricky's thigh, touching the dress and the beautiful leg 


underneath. God, Ricky made him lightheaded and 
delighted. 


"| love the dress," he said, hearing the rasp in his own voice 


that was as good an indicator of his arousal as the 
hardening 


of his dick in his jeans. "And the shoes. You look 
spectacular." 

“Thank you." Ricky shifted in his seat and Jack just knew he 
must be getting hard. "I think you might like what's 
underneath, too," he teased. 


"| can't wait to see." Jack let himself play along the inside of 
Ricky's thigh, never touching flesh and never going too high, 


just luxuriating in the sensations. "I haven't enjoyed a 
birthday in years," he admitted, thinking aloud. 

"Well, then it's time you started," Ricky said reasonably. 

"| have a very good reason to," Jack said, turning to look at 
him, smiling. Every reason in the world. "God, you have no 
idea how beautiful you are." He had to censor himself 
around everyone else, and he was weary of it. Ricky's cheek 


was smooth as silk under his fingers, the fine blonde beard 


shaved to nothing and covered by foundation and powder. 
"You..." He had to turn his attention to the road a moment. 
"Thank you," he said, when he turned back. For everything. 
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For surprising me. For being brave and adventurous. 
"You're very welcome," Ricky murmured, blushing again. "I 
thought you might like a little surprise." 

"| do." At the next red light, Jack leaned over and caught 
Ricky's mouth in a hot kiss. "I love it," he murmured. 

Ricky purred into the kiss. "Good," he said, when Jack 
pulled away to drive again. "I figured | wasn't going to be 


able to beat how much you liked your Christmas present, 
but 


when you said you'd come out here for your birthday, | had 
to do something." 

"All you had to do was show up." Jack found Ricky's hand 
and twined their fingers together. "But this is wonderful. All 
of it." He squeezed Ricky's hand gently. 

He had to quit kissing Ricky or they'd never make it to the 


hotel. All Jack wanted was to press Ricky up against the 


passenger-side door with his skirt around his hips and lick 
and suck and finger him until Ricky begged for more. The 
idea of Ricky on his back on the hood of the big, black car 
with his feet up on Jack's shoulders was enough to make 
Jack's dick jump. 


"If you keep looking at me like that," Ricky murmured, "I'm 
going to have to ask you to pull over and let me suck you off 


so | can think straight." 

"Just be glad you're not trying to drive," Jack said evenly, 
trying not to smile. "It's hell to watch the traffic while I'm 
thinking about how good it's going to feel to get my fingers 
inside you and your dick in my mouth. Fuck, | love the little 
noises you make when | twist and curl my fingers just 
right." It was a good thing Jack had been driving for nearly 


thirty-three years; he had a hope in hell of getting to the 
hotel 


without a crash. 

Slow Bloom - 336 

Ricky groaned and covered his face with both hands. "It's a 
damn good thing I'm not trying to pass, because I'm pretty 


sure women aren't supposed to have erections like this, and 


you're just making it worse." 
"I'll blow you in the underground parking," Jack promised. 


"| keep trying to remember the exact taste of your come." 
He 


had no trouble being honest about sex with Ricky. 

"I'm pretty sure | can help you out with that." Ricky kept 
wriggling delightfully in his seat and Jack could see his 
hard-on straining against his panties and tenting the silk of 


the dress just enough that Jack could already imagine 
getting 


his mouth on it. 
"| think I'd like to blow you in the garage, then take the 


elevator to our room, bend you over the bed and tongue 
you 


'til you're hard, and then fuck you until you scream." Jack 
leaned over and kissed Ricky's cheek before making a turn. 
"And then we'll go have dinner." It wasn't much further, 
thank God. 

"Sounds like a plan," Ricky managed to get out. 

The underground parking was blessedly quiet and, while 


there were cameras on the lanes leading up and down, the 


aisles were free from scrutiny. Jack parked away from the 


other cars -- they could walk to the door, it wasn't a trial - 
and on the far side of a concrete pillar. He flicked off his 
seatbelt and leaned over to kiss Ricky as hard and hot as he 


was dying to do. 

Ricky moaned into the kiss, struggling out of his seatbelt so 
he could turn in his seat to face Jack. 

"Beautiful." Jack worked Ricky's skirt up just a little with 
one hand and stroked his hair with the other as they kissed. 
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"Show me what's under there, baby." 

Ricky got one leg up between them and tucked it along the 
back of Jack's seat, putting Jack right between his legs, 
exactly where Jack wanted to be. "Had to go shopping for 
more panties," Ricky murmured, dragging the skirt up 
around his thighs. "You kept the last pair." 

"I know." Jack's grin was shameless. He followed the hem 
of Ricky's skirt up with his fingertips as though he was 
unwrapping a gift. "Those were very pretty panties." 

"I think | found a suitable replacement." With one high- 


heeled foot up on Jack's seat and the other one propped 


against the center console, Ricky was very much on display 
for Jack. Once he pulled the skirt high enough, his lacy 
thong panties were on display, too, and they worked nicely 
to show off the curves of his ass. 

"Mm." Jack slid down to mouth Ricky's cock and balls 
through the lace. "Happy birthday to Jack," he purred. God, 
that was so fucking hot, Jack wanted to chew through the 
panties, but he was being good. Trying to be good. 

"This time, | bought extra." Moaning softly, Ricky ran both 
hands over Jack's hair, cupping the back of his head. 
“Thought they might come in handy." 

"God, yes." That meant Jack could play with these to his 
heart's content. "You are so good to me." He covered the 
head of Ricky's cock with his mouth and sucked noisily, 


delicately using his teeth to hold it and tonguing through 
the 


lace. He growled hungrily, catching the first hints of Ricky's 
taste. 
Ricky moaned again, louder and more breathless this time. 


His hips shifted against the seat like he was struggling not 
to 


push up toward Jack's mouth. "I think... | think you deserve 
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it. Fuck, Jack, that feels so good." 

Jack couldn't answer while he was lavishing attention on 
Ricky's cock before the panties were even off. Ricky's thighs 
were silky under his hands and Ricky smelled so good; it 
wasn't long before Jack was tugging the waist of the panties 
with his teeth and giving Ricky a pleading look. He loved 
letting Ricky know he wanted his lover, loved making 
himself wait for Ricky, loved making Ricky feel like the 
center of the universe. 

Ricky lifted his hips and got his hands down to wriggle out 
of his panties. "Please. God, Jack..." 

Jack let Ricky get his panties off, leaning in to lick at 
whatever he could in the meantime. As soon as he could, he 
leaned in and got his mouth on Ricky's cock, swallowing it 


down to the base all at once. He wanted to play, but this 
was 


almost public, so they had to be careful. Having his mouth 


filled up with Ricky's pretty cock was such a thrill, it made 


up for missing out on all the licking and tonguing. Jack 
moaned and worked himself down the shaft a little further. 
Ricky's hands scrambled over the back of Jack's neck and 
shoulders as Ricky whined low in the back of his throat. 
Jack was not in the mood to dally; he wanted this so much 
now. He was usually so patient, but he wanted to feel Ricky 
lose it, to feel Ricky come. Rumbling low, feeling possessive 
in a way he didn't usually indulge, he put himself to work 
sucking Ricky off, using his teeth and tongue and hot 
suction to drive his lover crazy. He wanted it, wanted the 
reactions and to give Ricky pleasure at the same time. 
Ricky rocked his hips, pushing up into Jack's mouth. He 
pleaded, whined, and outright begged until, finally, he was 
Shivering hard and coming in Jack's mouth with a soft cry. 
That was better. Jack purred with satisfaction as he 
swallowed. So good. 
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He cleaned Ricky gently so that there wouldn't be any spots 
on his pretty dress, and then lifted his head to offer Ricky a 


kiss. "Better, baby?" he murmured, smiling. 


"Much." Ricky cupped Jack's face with both hands and 
caught his mouth in a hot, slow kiss. 

Jack leaned into the kiss for a long moment, letting his 
tensions ease. "Okay, baby. Let's get up to our room." Their 
room. God, he loved that. Maybe they could go on vacation 
some time, take a cruise or something. Amanda was always 
riding Jack to come out to Seattle more often. Jack pulled 
away reluctantly, licking at his teeth and the roof of his 
mouth to get the last of Ricky’s come. 

"Okay." Ricky wriggled back into his panties, which had 
been hanging from one leg. As he straightened his skirt, 
Ricky gave Jack a little smile. "I think | can make it upstairs 
without jumping you in the elevator. Maybe." 

"Keep those panties on tight and maybe we'll make it 
upstairs." Jack slid out and grabbed Ricky's things from the 
back seat. He slung the bag over his shoulder and the coat 
over his arm, then straightened out his jacket and did up a 
button. That would hide the distinctive bulge in the front of 
his pants. He came around to Ricky's door to help his lover 


out, giving Ricky his free arm, and to lock up. 


Ricky straightened his skirt again. "You know, | always 
heard it was supposed to be the back seats of cars where all 
the fun happened," he teased. 

"You have no idea what | could do to you in the back seat of 
a car that big," Jack murmured. "Hell, | could do all kinds of 
things to you in the front... | rented a Cadillac for your 
comfort, you know." If Jack had known at nineteen that he'd 
be starting his forty-ninth birthday celebrations by blowing 
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his nineteen-year-old lover in the front of a glossy new black 
Caddy, he'd have had far fewer contemplations of suicide. 
"Maybe I'll have to convince you to show me later." Ricky 
leaned in and kissed Jack's cheek, laughing softly. 

"Get in the back seat with your panties off and I'll be there." 
Jack kissed him back, grinning, and escorted him to the 
elevator. "Maybe we should go to the midnight drive-in. The 
windows are tinted, after all." 

"Whatever you want," Ricky said, stepping into the elevator 
with Jack. "It's your birthday, after all." 


"And | have you to remind me what a lucky man I am." Jack 


drew Ricky in for a slow kiss. They were still kissing when 
the elevator stopped at the main floor to let people on. 


Several people stepped into the elevator, but that didn't 
keep 


Jack and Ricky from sharing kisses. The doors closed again 
and the elevator started to rise and, finally, Ricky drew back 
enough that he could watch for their floor. 

Jack kept him close, luxuriating in the feel of Ricky's slim 
body pressed against him, nuzzling in Ricky's golden hair. 
When they reached their floor, Jack stepped ahead to block 
the door open and led Ricky out. He didn't say anything until 
they were at their room and unlocking the door. "Thanks for 
spending my birthday with me, sweetheart." One last 
pleasantry before he had Ricky with his panties around his 
knees, gasping with pleasure. 

"Thank you for coming here to spend your birthday with 


me," Ricky countered. "Besides," he teased, "it's definitely 
my pleasure." 


Jack pushed the door open and then scooped Ricky up in his 
arms, making sure to nudge the door to stay open with his 


hip. "I think we could argue that point all night," he said. 


Slow Bloom - 341 

God, what was the harm of a little giddiness now and again? 
"Kiss me." He leaned in for his kiss as he carried Ricky into 
their room. 

Ricky laughed, sounding delighted, and kissed Jack on the 
mouth. He wrapped his arms around Jack's shoulders and 
held on. 

That laugh was worth so much. Jack waltzed them into their 
room, kissing Ricky again as the door closed behind them 
and then spinning them around once before dropping Ricky, 
just a few inches and enough to bounce, onto the big bed. 
That made Ricky laugh all over again. He landed back on his 
elbows, with his knees bent and his skirt sliding up his 
thighs. 

Jack put the bag down by the bed and hung Ricky's coat 
over the chair, then slipped his tux jacket off and put that 
over Ricky’s coat. When he turned back to look at Ricky, he 
felt affectionate and predatory at once. 

"I think you said something about wanting to bend me over 


the bed?" It didn't seem to matter that Ricky had just come; 


his smile and his eyes were filled with just as much heat and 
want as they'd been before Jack had sucked him off. 

Jack went over to his own bag and opened up an inner 
pocket. "Yes, | did. Why don't you get comfortable? Any 
way you like." 

Ricky's eyes were drawn to the bulge in Jack's jeans, but he 
managed to get himself up and on his feet anyway. The bed 
was high enough that he could plant his feet shoulder-width 
apart and bend over the side of the bed without much 
trouble. He peeked at Jack over his shoulder, grinning. "Is 
this what you had in mind?" He shifted on his feet, making 
his ass wiggle under the flowing dress. 
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Jack tucked the necessities into the back pocket of his jeans 
and came over slowly, taking everything in. "Better." He 
walked around behind Ricky and got down on his knees. 

His hands slid up Ricky's thighs to push the dress up and he 
got hold of the panties, tugging them down around Ricky's 
knees. God, that was so fucking appealing. 


Jack pushed the dress up to Ricky's hips and then Ricky’s 


waist, his mouth following until he was licking at Ricky's 
balls. He buried his face there, losing himself in sucking and 
licking, groaning softly at the familiar light musk of Ricky's 
body. As he indulged, he unzipped his jeans and opened his 
boxers to slide his dick and balls out. 

Ricky moaned, his hands clenching in the bedclothes. He 
purred Jack's name, arching to push himself closer to Jack's 
mouth. "God, | love the way you sound when you do that." 
"You're heavenly." Jack licked up slowly from Ricky's balls, 
tiny kitten licks with the point of his tongue. He used both 
hands to open Ricky up for him and then slid his tongue in 
with a low growl of pure pleasure. Oh, God. This was 
always a secret, almost sacred, indulgence. He pulled Ricky 
onto his face, making primal little noises and trying to get 
deeper. 

Whimpering with pleasure, Ricky dragged his skirt up and 
held it against his belly. "So good, Jack," he purred, his 
breath catching on another whimper. 

Jack hadn't been exaggerating about worshipping. He 


wanted this so badly, wanted to remind Ricky of everything 


they had together and why it was so damn good. He had no 
idea how long he licked and kissed and sucked and fucked, 
just that he was trembling and moaning and trails of pre- 
come were cooling down the shaft of his cock by the time he 
came back to any kind of reality. 
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Ricky was breathless, whimpering and moaning and begging 
for nothing but more. Jack bit at the curve of Ricky's ass 
with a moan. "Let me fuck you, baby? Please?" He nuzzled 
and kissed again, pleading. 

"I want. | want you inside me." Ricky's voice shook with 
desperation. 

That was what Jack wanted to hear. He pulled condom and 


lube out of his pocket and then stood up, letting his bare 
dick 


Slide against the curve of Ricky's ass. That felt so good, he 
kept doing it while he dipped slick fingers into Ricky, two 
and then three, teasing with them. 

Ricky moaned, arching back into the slide of Jack's dick as 


much as the push of his fingers. "Fuck me," he whispered. 


"Jack, | want... I've been thinking about this for months.” 
"Tell me, baby." Jack loved to listen to his boy talk. It was 
good for them both. He craved it, listening to Ricky's 
sweetness and hearing what he could do to make Ricky feel 
good. As he rolled the condom on with one hand, he 
pumped his fingers in and out slowly, indulging in the 
sensation of Ricky tight around them. 

Ricky whimpered, at first, and then managed, "Inside me. It 
feels so good. Your tongue. God, that's so hot, and the way 
you sound. And your dick opens me up like... there's 
nothing like it. | want it. | think about it so much, you 
fucking me. Hard and deep, until | can't breathe anymore. | 
use... | fuck myself with my fingers, with dildos and 
vibrators, and | think about you." 

"You're so good, baby." Jack wrapped one arm around 

Ricky and kissed the back of his neck. With the other hand, 
Jack guided his dick into place and pushed in. Usually, he 
waited and let Ricky take him in, but he knew Ricky was 
getting better at this, and he wanted to let Ricky feel what 
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they'd both been craving. 

Ricky whimpered Jack's name, shivering with the effort of 
holding still. "| need. God, that feels so good," he purred 
breathlessly. "Please." 

"Sweetheart." Jack held him close just a moment and kissed 
his cheek. "I need it, too." How could he be less than utterly 
honest with Ricky, who was so good to him? 

Jack leaned back then, planting one hand just above Ricky's 


tailbone, pulled back almost all the way out and let Ricky 
feel 


it all over again before he started fucking Ricky hard and 


deep. They didn't have time, Jack didn't have time; he was 
SO 


hard and needy. He let himself go, fucking with long strokes 
that jolted his hips against Ricky's ass and drew soft cries 
out of his lover every time. 

Ricky cried out, begging for it, arching to take Jack's cock 


deeper. Jack gave in to the pleas, stepping his feet apart 
and 


taking Ricky's hips in his hands. He moved hard and fast, 


his head falling back as he cried out, his balls drawing up 


full of heat. This was what he wanted so much, what he 
needed so much, to be able to just let go and be in the 
moment. No facade, no role, just Jack and his lover and all 
the pleasure between them. 

Once Jack started fucking him like that, Ricky didn't last 


long. He shoved himself back into each thrust, faster, 
deeper, 


until he was shuddering hard and shouting Jack's name, 
coming all over the pretty white bedspread beneath him. 
The rush of heat and pleasure almost took Jack off his feet. 
He came with a shout, panting and gasping, instinctively 
trying to get in as deep as he could, not holding any of it 
back. Coming was so good, wild shudders of pleasure 
through him from head to toe. It felt like sparks were flying 
from his skin, like he could do anything right then. 
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Ricky was panting, shaking and unsteady. "I love it when 
you fuck me like that," he whispered. "When it feels like 
you're just... letting go." 


Jack pulled Ricky to him, to standing, without pulling out. 


With Ricky in heels, they were the perfect height to fuck like 
this. Jack wrapped his arms around Ricky, holding him close 
and moving inside him a little, moaning. "You feel so good." 
His voice was little more than a purr and he rocked slowly to 
feel the last sparks of orgasm in him. 

"God, Jack..." Ricky let his head fall back against Jack's 
shoulder and writhed a little. "You're going to make me want 
to do it all over again." 


"After dinner, baby," Jack said, still moving. "It's so good to 
be with you again." When he began to soften, he pulled out 


to keep the condom from leaking. "Let's clean up and go 
eat." 

Ricky whined in protest when Jack finally pulled out, but he 
nodded and carefully stepped forward to get a hold of the 
bedpost so he could steady himself. "Dinner. Right." He 
turned to look at Jack, to look him over. "You sure | can't 
just have you for dinner? You look good enough to eat." 
Jack cleaned up and turned back as he was tucking his half- 
hard dick back into his pants. "You need to eat," he said, 


looking Ricky over. God, he could eat that up, too. "You're 


going to need your strength for what I plan to do with you 
later." 

"Don't tease," Ricky warned, letting go of the bedpost and 
heading for the bathroom to clean up. "I'm not stronger than 
you, but I'm clever. You could find yourself pinned to the 
bed with me riding you before you know what hit you." 
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"Mm. There's straps and handcuffs in my bag if you want 
help with that," Jack said casually. The straps would loop 
easily around the bedposts and were adjustable, with 
comfortable cuffs. 

Though Jack had owned many sets of straps like that over 
the years, he'd bought these new. He'd never used them on 
anyone else. They were for him to wear, not Ricky. He'd 
never let anyone strap him down before, but he wanted this 
with Ricky. It wasn't to indulge his young lover. Jack needed 
it. He needed to go there to peel away another layer of who 
he'd been, so he could be who he was now. 

"You did say something about wanting to do... something..." 


Jack shrugged and started pulling his coat on; under his 


calm, he was as anxious as a teenager, wanting Ricky to 
want it and terrified of pushing too hard. "Something to me 
for hours. | thought you might have more fun if you could 
have me any way you wanted. So | brought some things for 
you to play with." 

"Oh, damn." Ricky sounded overwhelmed with pleasure at 
the thought, and Jack felt a surge of relief. "Jack. You are 
not making it easy to want to get dressed and go out in 
public, you know." 

"Come on, baby." Jack leaned in the bathroom doorway, 
smiling at Ricky. "We'll go have a nice meal, hold hands, 
kiss... you're not training; we'll order some champagne. I'll 
feed you buttery lobster with my fingers and tell you how 


beautiful you are over dinner. You can feed me birthday 
cake 


and snuggle me. And you can tell me all the things you want 
to do to me. | bet | would let you do every one of them." He 
couldn't help how he was smiling at Ricky. 

"Yeah, okay. Maybe that does sound good." Smiling, Ricky 


Slipped past Jack to get his bag and brought it back to the 


bathroom with him. He pulled out a fresh pair of panties, the 
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Same style as the other ones, and carefully stepped into 
them. 


"I'm glad | planned ahead," he murmured, wriggling them 
into place and straightening his skirt. He found his little 
makeup bag next, so he could tidy his lipstick where it had 
worn away from their kissing. "You don't exactly make it 
easy to stay dressed up around you." 

"That's part of the fun." Jack was afraid he might start to 
glow from contentment or something, watching his adorable 
lover get re-dressed after amazing sex. "You don't exactly 
make it easy to keep my hands and mouth off of you." 

Ricky finished up and glanced at himself in the mirror to 


make sure everything was where it was supposed to be, 
then 


sauntered over to Jack with a smile. "Well, that was the idea, 
after all." 

"You succeed admirably at being utterly irresistible." Jack 
cupped Ricky's face in his hands and kissed Ricky's cheek 


instead of his lips. "I'm so glad I'm here, baby." 


"Me, too." Ricky gave Jack a sweet smile. "Time to go feed 
me lobster with your fingers?" 
"Yes." Jack almost said no because he was So tired of 
keeping a composed face in public; putting his emotions 
away was exhausting and he didn't want to do it. But no one 
knew them here. He just wouldn't bother. He would practice 
being himself. Snuggling Ricky against him, he walked them 
to the door. 

eK 
Dinner was delicious. They were seated in a booth, so Ricky 
could snuggle up close to Jack. Everything was dim and 
candlelit. Ricky sipped at his champagne and ate bites of 
lobster from Jack's fingers, and took his turn at feeding Jack, 
too. He hadn't expected Jack to really treat him like this in 
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minute of it. 
When Jack slipped another bite of lobster between Ricky's 
lips, Ricky took the opportunity to tease, licking and sucking 


at Jack's fingertips, nibbling at them. He pulled back slowly, 


swallowed the bite, and calmly took a drink of his 
champagne before offering Jack a little smile. It was fun to 
get to play like this, to get to be easy and happy with Jack 
even when there were other people around. 

Jack stroked Ricky's cheek and leaned over to steal a tiny 
kiss from his lips. He was relaxed and treating Ricky like a 
very special, very intimate lover, one he didn't mind the 
public knowing about. After refilling his glass and topping 
Ricky's off, he settled back in his seat for the moment. "So, 
any concrete plans for the summer, sweetheart?" 

"Some." Ricky shrugged a little. "Dad convinced me to 
intern at his office. | negotiated him down to part-time, so 
that | can keep up with my swimming over the summer. 


That's pretty much it, though." He glanced at Jack and 
added, 


"| was thinking about going to Pride this year." 

"That's a good idea." Jack's smile was warm and approving. 
He tucked one of Ricky's curls back behind his ear. It was 
like he couldn't quite get enough of touching, no matter how 


much touching they did. 


"Do you want to come with me?" Ricky wasn't sure that was 
really Jack's style, but he'd like it if Jack came with him, and 
he'd never know if Jack would go if he didn't ask. 

Jack thought about that a moment. "I haven't been in a very 
long time," he said, after taking a drink. "But if you want me 
there, I'll come. Of course." 


"I'd like it," Ricky said quietly. "But don't, you know, don't 
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feel like you have to come just because | asked, okay?" 
"What would be wrong if that was why | came?" Jack 
stroked Ricky's cheekbone with his thumb. 

"| don't want you to come with me and hate every minute of 
it, or something." Ricky tilted his head into Jack's light 
touches. "It's not fair to expect you to do something you 
don't want or like. Even if it's just a big parade with a bunch 
of guys wearing odd combinations of leather and rainbows." 
"I'd be with you," Jack pointed out. "And if anyone's 
immune to men wearing leather and rainbows, it's me. But 
thank you for being sweet." He leaned over and kissed 


Ricky, more than the little pecks they'd exchanged all 


evening. "I used to have fun at Pride. I'm sure I'll still have 
fun now. | might even run into a few people | know." 
Ricky hadn't thought about that. His eyes widened a little, 


but he tried to ignore the nervous feeling that idea 
prompted. 


"If you don't have fun, I'll find a way to make it up to you," 
he offered, with a little smile. 

"| will tell you a secret," Jack offered, leaning in. 

"Oh?" Ricky bit his lip and leaned in to listen. 

"I'll have fun because you're there," Jack murmured in his 
ear. "I would go just to watch you have a good time." 

Oh. Ricky couldn't hide his smile at that. "Thank you." He 
turned his head to catch Jack's mouth in a soft kiss. Jack was 
so good to him, so generous with his time and his touches 
and his honesty. 

"Just tell me when you want to go, and I'll make sure not to 
book anything for those days." Jack gave him a little kiss 
and a soft laugh. "My agent always tries to get me to go talk 
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somewhere that time of year." 


"Prominent gay author of books about politics." Ricky made 


a thoughtful little sound. "I can't imagine why he'd think 
that 


would be a good time for you to be in the public eye." 

Jack laughed more. "I do usually oblige him, mind you. I'll 
just have to be careful not to double-book. I'd hate to stand 
someone else up because | was off playing with you." 

"I'll make sure to figure out when | want to go, soon, then." 
Ricky leaned over to kiss Jack's cheek. "Maybe | can even 
manage to put you in a good enough mood that you won't 
wear your bathrobe out in public." 

Jack laughed and kissed his cheek in return. "Maybe. It's 
kind of my uniform, though." 

"With the hat and the big ugly boots, | know." Ricky 
laughed. "I pay attention." 

Jack snuggled him up for a while as they ate. "I never wore 
leather," Jack said after a time, offering Ricky a little more 
lobster. He sounded a bit distant. "I never believed in that 
posturing. Some of the things people wear now... | always 


wore formal clothing of some kind or another. | had a few 


beautiful Victorian suits and modern tuxedos, but mostly 
Suits you'd find a CEO wearing. No leather. You'd always 
have thought | was coming in from a party or a meeting. | 
think it's a bit too late for me to go back and try wearing the 
leather pants." 

"| bet you looked really good like that," Ricky murmured, 
remembering Jack in the Abberline costume. "I mean, I've 
seen you dressed up sometimes. | guess | never really 
thought about how you would've dressed for... things like 
that." 
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"It's made dressing up an interesting experience," Jack said, 
laughing quietly. "But it was never about the clothes. It was 
who I was in them. And that's what mattered to me. | don't 
have any trouble making people respect me when I'm in my 
robe and ugly boots and hat, either." 

"No, | don't think you would." Ricky offered Jack a bite of 
lobster in return. "Just the way you act, the way you carry 
yourself lets people know you're someone to be respected. 


Even if you're wearing your bathrobe. Though | think the 


bathrobe thing might've backfired, in my case." 
"You telling me you don't respect me when I'm dressed like 


that?" Jack's voice was suddenly flat and authoritative with 
a 


Snap in it that was as sharp as a whipcrack, even though he 
never raised the volume. Tension ran back into his shoulders 
and face and, suddenly, in the elegant tuxedo jacket with 
satin trim and the white silk shirt under it, there was a 
glimpse of what he might have been like before. 

"Not what | said." Ricky had to remind himself that this was 
not a good place to show Jack exactly what that tone made 
him want to do. Which was, ironically, exactly the same 
thing the bathrobe made him want to do. "It makes me want 
to get down on my knees and suck you off. Inconvenient, 
when you're just walking out to get the mail." 

"Ah, | see." Jack's voice dropped to a purr again. He nuzzled 
Ricky's ear. "True, but so appealing. And you can always 


come up to the house after | get the mail." He nipped 
Ricky's 


ear now, obviously pleased. 


"Yeah, you might find yourself with company around that 


time of day a lot more often, this summer." Ricky tilted his 
head into the little nuzzles and nips. 

"| think that's a lovely way for us to start the day." Jack 
sighed contentedly and kissed Ricky's temple. "Any day. | 
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could return the favor when you're done with work." He 
stroked Ricky's cheek. "Or any time you want to use the 
pool. We could have another good summer." 

"I'd like that." Ricky tucked his cheek down on Jack's 
shoulder and looked at the lobster. They’d made good 


headway into their shared meal. No matter what Jase 
thought 


about how much Ricky could eat, he was starting to feel full. 
"Saving room for dessert?" Jack nibbled a bit more lobster. 
"Mm. What are you planning to feed me?" Ricky tipped his 
head up to nuzzle behind Jack's ear. 

“Chocolate birthday cake to start," Jack said, laughing. 
"Then, anything you want." 

They'd garnered stares all evening, but not too many nasty 


ones. It was the laughing that did it the most, though the 


kisses sometimes got them noticed. It might not have been 
as 


easy if Ricky hadn't been dressed the way he was. Most 
people did assume he was a woman. Ricky's face was a little 


too angular, his chest a little too flat, and his shoulders a 
little 


too broad and muscular, but those things were easy to 
overlook. 

"It's your birthday," Ricky reminded Jack. "You should get 
to choose, don't you think?" 

"| think | choose letting you play," Jack said solemnly. He 
kissed Ricky on the nose. "I want to be with you tonight, to 
let you make me feel good. Any way you want. Fair?" He 
almost seemed uncertain about that request. 

Ricky smiled and tipped his head back to give Jack a light 
kiss on the lips. "Well, then, | hope you meant it about those 
cuffs." 
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Jack took a slow breath, and nodded. "I did." He kissed 
Ricky back. "I brought them for you, but not for you to 


wear." 


"Why not?" Ricky was definitely not suggesting anything. 
He was just curious. 

"| just... not unless you asked for it." Jack looked a little 
wistful and he stroked Ricky's cheek. "I would never 
assume, especially... with everything." With his history as 
Thales. "I thought it would be fun for you to play with them, 
though, to get to be in control that way. New thing for me, 
too." 

Ricky considered it for a few minutes, really thinking about 
what it would be like to not be able to move unless Jack let 


him go. "I trust you," he said finally. "But I think | would want 
to know what you were going to do before you did it. 


At least at first." That made him realize what Jack was giving 
up, too, and he met Jack's eyes to say, "You have to promise 
to tell me if | do something you don't like. | know... | know 
you don't do anything you don't want. But. Just like you 
made me promise I'd tell you. Because if you can't just walk 
away, you have to tell me." 


"| promise." Jack kissed him on the mouth, tenderly. "I trust 
you." 


"Then let's get your birthday cake," Ricky murmured, 


kissing Jack in return. "So that we can go upstairs and | can 
take my time licking you all over. You have no idea how 
many times I've fantasized about being able to just get my 
mouth all over your chest and your legs and... Yeah." 
"Maybe we should just have the cake sent up for later. 
After." Jack nuzzled Ricky's nose with his own. 

"Whatever you want." Ricky smiled and shook his head. "I 
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think | can wait a little longer to get my mouth on you." 

"All right, then." Jack gestured for the waiter as the man was 
sailing past. "We're ready for coffee and dessert." He settled 
back and snuggled Ricky against him. 
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C hapter Thirteen 

The cake came, a perfect little chocolate cake for two with 
candied flowers, and coffee in pretty little cups. Ricky fed 
Jack little bites and licked away the icing that got trapped at 
the corners of his lips, and then it was time to go. Always a 
gentleman, Jack gave Ricky his arm and they went up to 


their hotel room together, a happy, affectionate couple just 


like any other, at least at first glance. 

Jack opened the door to their room and stepped back. "After 
you, dear," he said. 

Ricky laughed a little as he slipped past Jack and into the 
room. He sat down on the edge of the bed and slipped his 


shoes off, putting them to the side where they'd be out of 
the 


way. As much as he liked the outfit, he was ready to be out 
of the heels. 

Jack hung up his jacket and took off his watch and his rings, 
tucking them into the inside pocket. "You really do look 
amazing tonight." He sat down in a chair to take off his 
boots, his eyes still on Ricky. 

"Thank you." Ricky was so glad that his surprise had 
worked out. "You liked it so much, on Halloween, and | 
thought... Well. | thought you might like it for real, when | 
wasn't just dressing up as a celebrity." 

"You're more beautiful as yourself." Jack got his boots and 


socks off, then stood and pulled his shirt out of his pants 
and 


tugged it over his head. He was still as broad as ever, but he 


was a little sleeker now, better defined. He looked healthier, 
overall. 

"I'm glad you like it." Ricky stood up again and walked over 
to Jack. It felt strange, walking in bare feet after so long in 
the heels. "But | should probably get out of the dress and 
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wash my face, before | forget." He grinned wryly. "I learned 
the hard way, last time, that if | forget to wash the make-up 
off, | end up looking like a deranged clown by morning." 
Jack laughed and reached out for him. "You should go do 
that." He pulled Ricky to him and kissed Ricky hungrily. 
Ricky purred into the kisses, wrapping his arms around Jack 
and making it last. "I'll do this again, sometime," he 
promised, kissing Jack again. 

"Good. As long as it makes you happy." Jack ducked his 
head to nibble Ricky's bare neck. "I'll take you shopping 
some time if you want. Dresses, shoes..." He got his hands 
full of Ricky's ass. "Lingerie." 

"I'd like that." It would be fun to go shopping with Jack, to 


let Jack help him pick out dresses to wear. "In the meantime, 


you could help me get out of this dress..." 


"| could." Jack carefully felt for the closure at the top of the 
dress at the back, still giving Ricky little kisses. He undid it 


and started to open the dress slowly, his fingers stroking the 
newly-bared skin. 

Ricky's purrs of pleasure were nearly as loud as the zipper. 
He nuzzled at Jack's mouth until Jack had the zipper all the 
way down, and then stepped away. "I'll be right back," he 
said, giving Jack one more kiss before he headed off to the 
bathroom to take the dress off and wash his face. 

When Ricky came back out of the bathroom, he was a real 
boy again, and naked. He stopped in the doorway, just 
taking a moment to look at Jack, sprawling on the bed on his 
belly. He was so solid and firm and muscled and Ricky felt 
so, SO lucky. "You spend a lot of time telling me how pretty 

I am," he murmured, slowly moving toward the bed, "but | 
don't tell you how gorgeous you are nearly often enough, | 
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think." 


"I'm an old man." Jack pushed up on his elbows and looked 


over his shoulder at Ricky, smiling. "Hasn't my time for 


compliments run out?" He was obviously teasing, green 
eyes 


bright. 

"Not from me." Ricky laughed and shook his head, climbing 
up to sit beside Jack on the bed. He leaned over, ducking his 
head so he could kiss Jack's smile. "If you're looking for 
someone to ignore how good you look, | think you picked 
the wrong guy." Not that Jack had really chosen him, except 
after the fact, in letting him keep coming back. 

"I'm just going to count myself fortunate that you decided to 
keep coming back." Jack rolled over on his side, propping 

his head up on his hand. "You're..." He reached up to touch 
Ricky's face. "This aside, I'm lucky." 

"| feel pretty damn lucky, too." Ricky kissed Jack's hand 
where it touched his face. 

"That makes me happy." Jack rolled over on his back, 
sprawling out, still reaching to touch Ricky. 

Ricky crawled up over Jack and kissed his cheek, licked and 


nuzzled down to his throat and the side of his neck. "Good. 


You deserve to be happy," he murmured, working his way 
over Jack's shoulder. 


"I am." Jack stroked Ricky's hair gently. "Happier than I've 
been in a long time. I'd forgotten how happy | could be." 


Ricky raised his head from Jack's shoulder and leaned in to 
kiss Jack on the mouth. He felt like he could just about burst 
from pleasure, hearing that. Jack's smile and the contented 
little noises Jack made while tangling his fingers in Ricky's 
hair made Ricky feel even better. Jack being happy made 
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Ricky happy. 

They kissed like that for a long while before Ricky strayed 
again, licking along Jack's shoulder and arm, all the way 
down to his hand. When he reached Jack's fingertips, he 
picked up Jack's hand and rubbed gently at his wrist, looking 
over at Jack with a question in his eyes. Are you sure? The 
cuffs were right there, hanging from all four posts of the 
bed. They looked soft, comfortable, easy to put on. 

"Go ahead." Jack nodded at him and stroked his cheek, 


looking at him from under dark silver lashes. "Only if you 


want to, though. | will try and be good even if you don't 
want to use them." 

Ricky nuzzled Jack's hand, and then reached out to draw the 
cuff down so he could wrap it around Jack's wrist. He was 
nervous about this, nervous Jack wouldn't like it or that he'd 
do something wrong, but if Jack wanted to try, then so did 
he. 

"Kiss me?" Jack murmured, when the first wrist was done. 
Ricky was happy to oblige. He petted Jack's cuffed wrist and 
leaned over to kiss him, slow and soft and hot. One more 
wrist and then Jack would be trapped until Ricky let him go. 
Ricky would bind both ankles, too, because the cuffs were 
there, but it was Jack's wrists that were the important part. 
The scary part. 

Jack licked at Ricky's lips, tender and submissive, and then 
looked up at him. "You're so good to me, sweetheart,” Jack 
said softly. 

Ricky petted Jack's face with both hands, tracing the lines of 
his eyebrows and cheekbones and lips and jaw. Jack was the 


one who was so good to Ricky, in Ricky's estimation. He 


leaned in, nuzzling at Jack's mouth and along his jaw and 
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neck. "Are you ready?" he asked, when he got down to 
Jack's bare wrist. 

"Very." Jack's voice had that rough thickness under it that he 
got when he was turned on. "I want this. | want it with you.” 
Ricky kissed Jack on the mouth again, and then bound Jack's 
wrist in soft leather. Sitting back on his heels, he looked 
down at Jack, more than a little in awe of how good Jack 
looked like this and that Jack had let him do this at all. 

That Jack had suggested something like this had come as a 
surprise to Ricky, but he wasn't thinking about that surprise 
anymore. Now, he was much more focused on how much 
Jack must trust him, to do something like this, and how 
intense it felt to lean down over Jack and nuzzle and lick 
behind his ear, to whisper, "Ankles next?" and then bite 
down and know that Jack couldn't do anything but lie there 
and enjoy it. No distractions. None of Jack's touches to make 
Ricky so hot he couldn't remember what he was doing. Just 


this. 


"If you wish," Jack murmured, arching against him. 
Ricky licked and nibbled his way back to Jack's mouth for 


another kiss, and then sat up and turned so that he could 
take 


care of Jack's ankles. The shackles wouldn't do quite what 
he 


wanted, though, so he figured out how to unhook them from 
the posts and attached them to the bed frame underneath, 
instead. He lengthened the straps and, with a glance at Jack 
for permission, managed to get it all set up so that Jack had 
to keep his legs bent. Ricky knelt between Jack's legs and 
looked down at his lover, all opened up for him to lick and 
nuzzle and kiss as much as he wanted. Much better. 

Ricky made a low noise of pure need, and crawled up over 
Jack again. He didn't touch, didn't let himself touch, not until 
he could press soft kisses to Jack's lips. "Thank you," he 
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whispered against Jack's lips. "I didn't realize how good you 
would look like this. How good it would feel to see you like 
this. | Knew... | don't know what you see when you do this 


now, but | Know what you used to see. | didn't realize we'd 


see different things." 

Jack leaned up into the kisses. "Everyone's experience is 
their own," he said softly, kissing back as much as he was 
allowed. "I wanted you to have your own experiences 
instead of glimpses of my past. | don't do this now. | don't 
know what I'd see. But what | see in your face is so good." 
Ricky hadn't known at all how intense it would be, looking 
down at Jack like this and seeing him all stretched out and 
tied up and open. "You wrote that you saw someone 
helpless, someone who needed to be protected." He shook 
his head, biting his lip, biting back a moan already. His 
hands skimmed Jack's chest, barely stirring the silvery hairs. 
"| see someone who needs to be worshipped." Ricky didn't 
wait any longer to start. He started with a nipple, laving at it 
until it peaked for him. 

Jack's chest was broad and strong and Ricky licked every 
inch of it, traced the curves of muscle and bone, dipped his 
tongue into Jack's navel, bit at his nipples, nuzzled his 
armpits, and bit the undersides of his arms. Ricky scraped 


his teeth along Jack's jaw and then moved further down, all 


the way down to the foot of the bed, so he could lick Jack's 
ankle where the cuff curled around it. 

Ricky was slow to work his way up Jack's legs. He went 

back and forth, from one to the other, licking and kissing. He 
slipped his tongue along the creases at the backs of Jack's 


knees, bit at the insides of his thighs, and knelt there, 
staring 


down at Jack's cock. Ricky didn't even realize he was the 
one 


whining until it stopped when he swallowed hard and dipped 
his head to trace the tip of Jack's cock with his tongue. 
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Ricky moaned at the taste, but he made himself pull away 
again. He wasn't ready to be finished yet, and he knew if he 
let himself get distracted by the taste of Jack's cock, he'd 
forget his good intentions. Nuzzling at the base of Jack's 
cock, Ricky breathed in Jack's warm, musky scent and felt 
the soft tickle of hair against his face. He couldn't resist 
tasting again, licking the soft hair and softer skin at the base 
of Jack's cock and down to his balls. God, it was so good. 


Jack moaned, arching against his restraints, shivering. The 


sound sent pleasure sparking through Ricky. Hands pressed 
against Jack's inner thighs, Ricky sucked and licked at Jack's 
balls, making desperate little noises. Ricky nuzzled up under 
Jack's balls and licked at his perineum. Whining and panting 
softly, Ricky pulled back to say, "You like rimming me. Do 
you... do you like it, too?" He rubbed his cheek along Jack's 
inner thigh, eyes closed. 


"I... yes,” Jack said, after a moment. "I just... you don't have 
to... But | do." 


Ricky nuzzled back down. He licked Jack's balls again, his 
dick, his perineum, and then, finally, lower. Ricky was 


tentative at first, just the tip of his tongue brushing over 
that 


tight, puckered skin. Jack was clean, though, and his skin 
didn't taste any different here than it did anywhere else. 
Ricky dragged his tongue in a long line all the way up to 
Jack's balls. 

"Baby," Jack whispered unsteadily, shuddering and nearly 
coming up off the bed. 


That was such a nice reaction. Ricky settled in to lick again, 


and again, listening to all the noises Jack made and feeling 
all 


the ways Jack shifted and tensed. It felt so good to make 
Jack feel good like this that Ricky couldn't hold back his 
own little moans and purrs. 
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Jack gasped Ricky's name and begged for more, shaking. 


"Please, baby." He was writhing in the restraints. "Please, 
you feel so good." 


Ricky moaned softly and held Jack open with both hands. 
He nuzzled up close and licked and licked until Jack's body 


let him in. Jack had said it was ‘deeply intimate’ and, with 
his 


tongue pushing into Jack's body like this, Ricky felt like he 
finally knew exactly what Jack had meant. It was incredible 
to feel Jack open up for him like this. 

Jack arched and cried out, softly and incoherently, with 
every lick. Ricky lost track of time, licking and pushing his 
tongue into Jack over and over again. Finally, he had to pull 
back, whimpering, "God, Jack." He rubbed his thumb over 


where his tongue had been, petting like he'd been licking, 


and nuzzled along Jack's thigh as he tried to catch his 
breath. 


Jack was all whimpers now and moans and little gasps of 
Ricky's name. It was amazing. Ricky moaned breathlessly 


and leaned down over Jack to lick the head of his cock 
again, 


to taste him. He couldn't resist. Jack just looked too good. 
Jack whimpered and his hips came up. Every little lick went 
through his whole body, making him shudder. Ricky just 
opened up and took it. With Jack strapped down to the bed, 
Ricky was supposed to be dominant, in control, but all he 
wanted was to get Jack's dick in his mouth again. He 
moaned, sucking and licking, working his way down to 
taking Jack in all the way. 

"Ricky..." 

Whimpering a little, Ricky looked up to see that Jack was 
wrenching at the cuffs. He slowly pulled his mouth back off 
and then climbed up over Jack to kiss him on the lips. 
Burrowing his face into the curve of Jack's neck, he caught 
his breath enough to say, "Don't hurt yourself. Just tell me... 
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tell me what you want. Anything." 


"You, you," Jack whispered. "Just you. Please." He turned his 
head to try and kiss Ricky. "You, baby." 


"You've got me," Ricky said, giving Jack light, sweet little 
kisses. "I'm all yours." It was true. Even when he wasn't 
with Jack, Jack was the one he really wanted. Ricky rubbed 
his body along Jack's, purring at the friction the movement 
gave his aching dick. "I want you inside me," he whispered, 
biting lightly at Jack's lower lip. 

"Baby." Jack kissed him back, leaning up into it, his breath 
coming raggedly. "I need you. Please. | need to be inside 
you." 

God, that was a rush. Ricky petted Jack's hair with shaking 


hands and then sat up to get the condoms and lube Jack 
had 


left on the bedside table. He rolled a condom onto Jack's 
dick, and then turned his attention to the lube. Ricky pushed 


two fingers into himself at once, arching into it and 
moaning, 


knowing that soon it would be Jack's cock inside him 


instead. 


"Baby." Jack whimpered. "God, you are so beautiful. | say it 
and... you don't know... it's so true. Inside and out. You are. 


| want you so much." 

"| want you, too," Ricky murmured, as though it wasn't 
obvious by the way he was looking at Jack. He finally pulled 
his fingers back out and quickly slicked Jack's cock so he 
could kneel up and slide down onto it. "I want. You feel so 


good. Sometimes. Sometimes | think there isn't anything 
else 


in the world that feels this good." Ricky got himself settled 
on Jack's dick and then, bracing his hands on Jack's chest, 
Slowly started to move. It felt incredible, with Jack so deep 
inside him and stretching him wide open like this. 
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"I think you're right." Jack’s hands clenched on the straps, 
like he was aching to touch. "You... God, you have changed 
in the most beautiful ways." 

Jack had changed, too. Ricky had noticed. Jack was happier, 
more relaxed, younger, healthier, and so many other things 
Ricky didn't have words for. Ricky rode Jack's cock slowly, 


savoring the feel of it opening him up each time he knelt up 


high enough that it nearly slipped out. He wanted to move 
faster, needed it, but he didn't give in yet. This felt too good 
to stop. 

"God, that feels so good." Ricky dragged his eyes open to 
meet Jack's. "You feel so good." He moved faster now, each 
movement forcing out low, whimpering moans. Nobody else 
made him feel this good. Jack wasn't even touching him and 
yet Ricky felt overwhelmed by pleasure, filled up with it. 
Ricky curled his body down over Jack's, his dick dragging 
against Jack's belly, and licked at Jack's throat and jaw as he 
continued to move. Jack felt so good, tasted so good, and 
Ricky wanted all of it at once, right now. 

Jack was spread out wide, throat bare, hips rocking up to 
fuck Ricky from beneath. Ricky whispered Jack's name like 

a mantra as the pleasure built up inside him. Each thrust of 
Jack's cock made Ricky shiver and whine, and he bit at 
Jack's neck to muffle his cries. 

"Like that," Jack rasped, shuddering, his body tensing and 
surging. Jack touched with his words, when he couldn’t 


touch with his hands. "So sweet. My sweet boy." 


Ricky shivered hard, pushing himself down onto Jack's 

cock. "Yours," he agreed breathlessly, and then he was 
arching, fucking himself hard on Jack's cock as he started to 
come. Ricky came in slow, almost crushing waves that made 
his skin feel stretched tight from the pressure. 
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As he finally started to relax, he realized that Jack was still 
hard inside him. "Come for me?" he asked, nuzzling along 
Jack's jaw to his mouth. "Do you want me to let you go so 
you can fuck me?" 

"Do you want to let me go?" Jack was breathless and his 
eyes were flashing with heat. "It's your choice." He tensed 
against the restraints. "I want to fuck you so badly. But I'm 
not the one in control here." 

"| want to feel your hands on me." Ricky had to sit up and 
pull away so he could reach the cuffs to unbuckle them. He 
whined at the emptiness, but it didn't stop him. He'd loved 
getting to touch Jack like that, but he was craving Jack's 
touches now. He unbuckled Jack's ankles first, leaving the 


straps hanging limply from the sides of the bed, and then 


crawled up to free Jack's wrists. 


Jack stretched his legs and arched, and when his hands 
were 


free, he got Ricky by the hair and hip, and then kissed him 
hard. Ricky didn't want him to hold back, wanted to feel his 
hands and more, and Jack was going to give it to him. Jack 
flipped him over like he was made of feathers and pounced 
him, hands everywhere, his weight pinning Ricky down. 
Grabbing Ricky by the hips, he lifted and dragged Ricky into 
place where he could slide into Ricky with a groan, doubling 
over to lick and bite one of Ricky's nipples. 

Ricky cried out, all pleasure and need, when Jack pushed 
back into him. His hands came up to curl around the back of 
Jack's head and he held on, arching up into the licks and 
bites. "Jack. God, Jack..." 

Jack growled and bit the other side, then pulled back. It was 
only to get Ricky's legs up over his shoulders and to brace 
his hands in the pillows, leaving Ricky's hands free to touch 
anywhere they wanted. Everywhere. Ricky petted Jack’s 


chest and then slid one hand up to the back of Jack’s neck, 
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holding on. Ricky’s other hand curled around Jack’s 


shoulder, and his nails dug in every time Jack thrust into him 


and made him cry out. 

Jack looked down at Ricky, his expression pure desire and 
possessiveness. He growled, thrusting in deep as he bent to 
give Ricky a crushing kiss on the mouth. There was no 
holding back. Jack bit and kissed and finally moved to bite 
the side of Ricky's neck, under his hair behind his ear; the 


marks wouldn't be so terrible there. His breath came in 
gasps 


and he was babbling under it as he slammed into Ricky 
again 


and again. Beautiful. My beautiful boy. My sweetheart. 
Baby. So hot. Need you. Need this. Need. 

When Jack finally started to come, he pulled back to look 
down at Ricky. He looked shocked, dazed, overwhelmed, 
and fixated on Ricky as the source of all of it. "Baby..." He 
shuddered and his back arched and he cried out wordlessly. 
"Oh, God. Ricky..." He managed a few desperate words 


between thrusts that drove his hips into Ricky's ass as his 


orgasm gripped him. The rest of the time, it was incoherent, 
loud cries. Finally, he dropped to hide his face in the curve 
of Ricky's neck, hips still moving, an uneven, stuttering pace 
that slowed with every breath Jack managed to inhale. 

"So good, Jack. God, that's so good." Ricky shivered with 
pleasure as Jack continued to move inside him. He stroked 


his hands over Jack's back, arching up into every 
movement. 


Jack shifted to let Ricky's legs down, wrapping Ricky up in 
his arms and rolling them over. Jack cuddled Ricky to him, 
almost clinging, before loosening his arms a little so Ricky 
could have sat up, but Ricky didn't want to sit up. He wasn't 


interested in going anywhere just then. He snuggled right 
up 


to Jack, nuzzling at his cheek, and made soft, contented 
sounds. He felt good all over. Even the aches were delicious. 
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Jack sighed heavily and snuggled Ricky up again. He kissed 
Ricky's cheek and stroked his hair. "Thank you, my 
sweetheart," he said softly. 


"Thank you," Ricky answered, tilting his head into the 


petting. He hadn't done anything more than what felt good 
and right. 

"I can't wait for summer.” 

"Me, too." Ricky turned his head to kiss Jack on the mouth. 

"I miss getting to spend time with you. Just... being with 
you." He knew he wasn't supposed to miss Jack, to want 

him so much, to want this to be more than it was, but he'd 
long since given up that fight, and Jack had opened the door 
to admitting it. 

Jack petted him and nuzzled his nose. "Me, too." It was a 
soft confession, so quiet that they would have had to be this 
close for Ricky to hear it. "We can do that some, this 
summer." No nights in the same bed, of course, because of 
Ricky's parents, but lazy days by the pool or in bed or on the 
porch swing, in each other's arms. "We should go shopping 
again some time." That, they could do. Holding hands in the 
gay district, kissing on the street corner, having coffee ata 
little cafe. "| could meet you in the city after work." 

“That would be... that would be really nice. I'd like that." 


Ricky gave Jack a hesitant, sweet smile. He was surprised to 


hear Jack admitting to wanting him around, but he wouldn't 
say so. "We could have lunch together, and walk around a 
while." 

"Sounds perfect." Jack stroked Ricky's cheek with the back 
of his knuckles. "I grew accustomed to your presence last 
summer," Jack murmured. 

"| spent a lot of time at your house, last summer," Ricky 
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said, nodding a little. 

"You were welcome." Jack kissed him gently. 

Ricky settled down again with his head resting on Jack's 
chest. "It's only a few more weeks. Exams start soon." He 


would be glad to have it done with, so he could go home 
and 


spend time with Jack again. 

Jack stroked Ricky's hair slowly. "And then you'll be home." 
Jack kissed his forehead. "For Pride... do you want to spend 
a night in the city with me? I'm sure my agent could find 
some good parties for us on the opening weekend." 


"Yes, please." Ricky would figure out how to deal with his 


parents. They probably wouldn't have a problem with him 
spending the night in the city with a friend. Hiding his 
relationship with Jack was only going to get harder, though, 
and he knew it. 

"We'll do that, then. Get too much sun, stay up too late with 
pretty people at some ridiculous party sponsored by vodka 
or body spray, and then crash in a five-star hotel so we can 
do it again the next day." Jack nuzzled in Ricky's hair and 
smiled contentedly. "I haven't had fun doing that in years." 
"You should have fun more often," Ricky murmured. 

"You're good at it. And it suits you." He mouthed at Jack's 
collarbone and asked, "Will they let me in? Whatever party 
you pick out, | mean. I'm going to turn twenty this summer, 
but not before Pride and... that's still not twenty-one." 

"Oh, sweetheart." Jack laughed at that. "Yes, yes, they will. 
I'll make sure of it, though. You're so pretty, who cares how 
old you are?” Jack patted Ricky’s ass. 

Ricky laughed and wiggled his ass under Jack's patting. "I'll 
remember that, the next time | get turned away at the doors 
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of one of the bars on campus." 

"We do have to get that ID situation remedied," Jack mused. 
He kissed Ricky and wriggled away a little to clean up. 
When Jack moved away, Ricky sprawled on the bed on his 
belly, head turned so he could watch. Jack was gorgeous. 
Ricky knew he was supposed to be more interested in guys 
his own age, but Jack, with his dark tan and solid body and 
dark silver hair all over... Jack was what he wanted. 

There were still marks from the cuffs on Jack’s wrists, less 
on his ankles. Ricky wanted to lick them, to make them 


better, but he liked seeing them there, proof that this 
evening 


hadn't been a dream. 

Cleaned up, Jack rolled back over onto his side, ducking his 
head for kisses, slow and hot. Ricky trailed his hand down 
from Jack's shoulder, along his arm, to pet the marks left on 
Jack's wrist. "I don't think you were supposed to pull on 
them like that," he murmured, bringing Jack's wrist up to his 
mouth so he could kiss it better. 


"| wanted to touch you so much." Jack's voice caught on the 


words. He kissed Ricky's temple while Ricky kissed his 
wrist. "Can | ask a forward question?" 

Ricky nodded slowly, raising his head to look at Jack. It 
made him a little nervous, Jack asking if he could ask. What 
would Jack need permission to ask him? 

"While we're making plans..." Jack kissed his forehead. 
"Think you might have time for me on your birthday?" 
"Oh." Ricky pulled Jack down to kiss him on the mouth. 
"Yes. Of course | will. You didn't have to ask permission to 
ask something like that." Jack wanting to spend time with 
him on his birthday was a gift in and of itself. Any little 
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confirmation that Jack really wanted him around felt like a 
gift. 

"You have friends and family to be with," Jack pointed out. 
"If you have a little time for me, just tell me. We'll do 
something nice together. | want to share it with you." 

"| have a whole twenty-four hours of day to work with," 
Ricky said, smiling. "I'm sure | can fit everyone else in and 


still have plenty of time to spend with you." He'd make sure 


of it. 

Jack gave him a melting look and a soft smile. "Thank you." 
Ricky tipped his head up to catch Jack's mouth in another 
kiss. "It's my pleasure. Really." 

Jack kissed him back and snuggled him close. "This has 
been a fantastic birthday so far, sweetheart." He nuzzled 
Ricky's nose with his own. "I didn't think I'd be this happy 

to be turning forty-nine." 

“Thank you for coming here to spend it with me." Ricky 
nuzzled back and curled up in Jack's arms. He'd wanted this, 


but hadn't expected to be able to have it. Jack had agreed 
SO 


easily, though, and this had been better even than he'd 
thought it would be. 
Jack curled around him and pulled up the covers. "I wouldn't 
want to be anywhere else," he said quietly. 

eK 
They slept in and woke up together. There were kisses and 
Slow, slow sex before breakfast. They spent some time out 


of the hotel, walking the campus and the little shops in the 


marketplace. But then it was back to the hotel after lunch 
and 


back into bed and each other's arms for hours of touching 
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and talking and sex. But it was the talking and touching 
Ricky loved most of all. 

When it was time to go, they put their bags in the car and 
Jack drove back to Ricky's house, reaching over whenever 
he could to touch Ricky. Ricky savored the last tiny bits of 
contact. 

“You have fun with the rest of your school year, baby," Jack 
said quietly, turning to look at Ricky once he’d parked in the 
driveway. 

Ricky got rid of his seatbelt and slid over the center console 
to kiss the corner of Jack's mouth and nuzzle his cheek. 
"Thank you," he answered finally. "I hope you have a good 
flight back home." 

"| will." Jack stroked Ricky's hair and nuzzled back until he 
found Ricky's mouth with his own, then kissed him slowly. 


"Come on," he murmured. "I'll walk you to the door." 


Ricky reluctantly agreed, and after another kiss, or two or 
three, he slipped out of the car. He let Jack carry his bag, but 
he held onto Jack's free hand, not wanting to let go evena 
moment sooner than he absolutely had to. At the door, he 


dug his keys out of his pocket and then turned to lean 
against 


the frame and pull Jack up against him. "Happy birthday, 
Jack." 

Jack leaned into him, ducking his head for another kiss. 
"Thanks," Jack said, his words soft against Ricky's lips. 
"Best birthday since | don't remember when." He pulled 
back to nuzzle Ricky's nose with his own. "Couldn't have 
asked for a better gift." 

"I'm glad you enjoyed it." Ricky nuzzled back, and then 
pulled away enough that Jack could see his smile. "I know | 
did." 
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"Good." Jack cupped Ricky's face in his hands and smiled 
back at him. "I had the best time. I'll see you once school's 


out and all, whenever work lets me be there. Don't forget 


you have a date with me on Pride weekend, though." 

"| won't forget." Ricky covered one of Jack's hands with his 
own and rubbed his cheek against Jack's palm. "I'm already 
looking forward to it." 

"So am I." Jack kissed him one last time, making it good, 
deep and hot and thorough. 

Ricky purred into the kisses. When Jack pulled away, 
Ricky's smile was soft and sweet and a little bit sad. He 
didn’t want Jack to leave, but he knew all the reasons Jack 
had to go. "Give me a call when you get in, okay? Or an 
email or something?" 

"I'll let you Know when I'm home." Jack stole a tiny, last for 
real this time, kiss and then stepped away. "You go have 
fun." He walked down the steps without looking away, one 
hand on the rail to steady him. 

Ricky unlocked the door and let it swing open, but his eyes 


were on Jack. "I'll miss you," he said, and then he bit his lip; 
the words had slipped out without his permission. 


Jack stopped at the bottom of the stairs and gave him a 


tender look; not quite a smile but something close. "I'll miss 


you, too, baby. More ways than | can say. You know where 

I am if you need me, though, right?" 

"I know." Ricky had taken Jack's words from their New 
Year's conversation seriously; he'd called Jack several times 


over the course of the semester, just to hear Jack's voice. 
The 


reminder helped, though, and the assurance that Jack would 
miss him, too. Ricky gave Jack another little smile. "I'll call 
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you if | need to." 

"Good. | like it when you call." Jack fished his keys out of 

his pocket. "Won't be long," he promised as he turned to go. 
"Soon," Ricky agreed, speaking softly. Compared to how 
long they'd been apart from Thanksgiving to the swim meet, 
it'd be nothing. He stood in the doorway and watched as 
Jack got into his rental car and drove away. He kept 
watching until the car was out of sight, down the street and 
around the corner, and then he grabbed his bag from the 


steps and turned to go inside. He just had to make it 
through 


finals, and then he could go home and be with Jack again. 


"Hey, man." Jason was coming out of the kitchen with a 
plate full of cold pizza and a tin of soda when Ricky came in 
the door. "Welcome back." He stopped and scrutinized 
Ricky's expression. "You okay?" 

"Yeah." Ricky dropped his bag, sighing, and scrubbed his 
hands over his hair. He'd be okay. He would. "Just... You 
know." He shuffled over and flopped onto the worn leather 
couch, his head falling back. "He's gone." It wasn't fair. 
Jason's face fell as he followed Ricky into the living room. 


He put the pizza and soda down on the crate that did 
service 


as a coffee table and sat down on the couch. "I'm sorry, 
little 


bro." He reached over and ruffled Ricky's curls. "Not much 
longer ‘til summer, though, eh?" 

"Yeah." Ricky slumped over until his head was on Jason's 
thigh, and then he reached out to steal a pepperoni from 
Jason's pizza. "It's not like | haven't already been away from 
him for, you know, the whole damn school year. It's just... 
that doesn't make this any more fun, you know?" 


Jason petted Ricky's hair. "Nah, it wouldn't. Did you have a 


good time with him? Did he..." Jason grabbed his soda and 
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took a drink while he worked out his words. "...did he like 
the dress and everything? | mean, I'm assuming from the 
making out in the car, that was a yes." 

"What, were you guys watching out the window or 
something?" Ricky filched another pepperoni. He should've 
known they would be. "Yeah, he liked it. It wasn't... it's not 
like I'm gonna go around like that all the time, right? It was 
just something | knew he'd like, and it was fun for me, too." 


"It's cool. You look good in it, at least." Jason petted Ricky's 
back. "Hey, | kind of got the idea your thing with Jack 


wasn't serious or anything. | just worry, little bro. 'Cause 
he's older and maybe more laid back and all. You hardly 


talked about him at all and then, bam, he's there at the 
swim 


meet and you're all swoony about him and... you know?" 
Ricky sighed, giving up. Jason was right: it wasn't Supposed 
to be serious. "It wasn't serious. | kind of blew him in his 
kitchen one day after his lawnmower broke. And that was 


supposed to be it. But then | got beat up, and | called him, 


and... And it turned into this whole summer thing. It was 
Supposed to be over at the end of the summer, though. We 


even had this whole night together, right before | left, to 
kind 


of say goodbye." 

"You..." Jason's eyebrows went up at that, but the lecture on 
Not Blowing Strange Men that Ricky could see coming 
never materialized. "I guess the whole goodbye thing didn't 
take." 

"Well. It probably would have if | hadn't gone back home for 
Halloween." Ricky knew he'd broken all the rules. Jack 
hadn't chastised him for it, though, not the way he did when 
Ricky broke some of Jack's other rules. 

"Dude." Jason sighed and looked down at him, seeming 
disappointed. "That was it, why you went home and did the 
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Marilyn thing? To get him back or something?" 

"Sort of." Ricky frowned a little, feeling uncomfortable and 
defensive. "I missed him. And there was... | wanted to try it, 


the dressing up thing. It's not like | could do that around 


here. And | figured, you know, worst case scenario, at least 
my parents would be around and Jack wouldn't laugh at me, 
or something." 


Jason sighed at him. "Okay, yeah," he said reluctantly. "I can 
see that. But still..." He shook his head. "Then nothing until 


the swim meet?" 

"We emailed, and stuff." Ricky wasn't going to explain what 
had happened with Thales, and the books. He couldn't, even 
if he wanted to. "And | saw him for a while on 

Thanksgiving. We talked and, you know, hung out." 
Cuddled. "We kept talking and emailing and stuff, after that, 
and he called me at Christmas. Left me that bracelet and 
choker." 

"That was nice," Jason said mildly, obviously reserving 


judgment until he had all the facts. "And then he just 
showed 


up?" 


"Not exactly." Ricky could feel the blush rising already. "I 
kind of got drunk and called him on New Years. He was in 


Japan for, like, a book tour or something. | accidentally told 


him how much | missed him. It was stupid, but he didn't get 


upset or anything. He just talked to me for a while, until 
midnight. It was... it was really nice. And then | got back to 
school and he finally got home from Japan and got the 
Christmas present | sent him. That's where the flowers came 
from. And we kept talking and emailing. And then he 
showed up at the swim meet. He said he knew it was a big 
deal, and he thought somebody should be there, even if my 
parents couldn't make it." 
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"You're blushing,” Jason sing-songed, putting his soda 

down on the side table. He tickled Ricky's cheek. "Aww. 
Diddums miss him Jacky?" 

"Oh, my God." Ricky slapped at Jason's hands, laughing, 

his face heating up even more. He sat up and shoved at 
Jason. "You are such an asshole." 

"You just noticed now?" Jason laughed at him and threw an 
arm around his neck, ignoring Ricky's slaps and dragging 
Ricky back in for a good noogie, messing Ricky's hair up 
more. However, it did mean that Ricky was good and 


snuggled up when Jason said, "He must have a thing for 


dorks, to come all that way to see you." 

Ricky sighed, all the fight draining out of him. "Yeah. Yeah, 
he must have." He hadn't forgotten the total, overwhelming 
surprise and pleasure that he'd felt, seeing Jack at the meet 
that day. "I didn't think | was going to see him until summer, 
and then he was there, and... it was really good." 

"Yeah, we kinda noticed that." Jason patted Ricky down in 
his lap again, petting his hair and rubbing his shoulder. "He 
looked pretty into you, though, so it's not like you looked 
stupid. Well, maybe a little..." He reached over and grabbed 
some pizza. "But not as much as you could have," he 
mumbled through a mouthful. 

"Thanks a lot," Ricky grumbled. "See if | show you any 
mercy when you finally fall for one of those girls you've 
always got hanging around." 

"Never happen," Jason said loftily. "I'm too much of a 
bastard for that, or so they tell me." He pulled off a piece of 
pepperoni and offered it to Ricky. "But we're not talking 
about me, anyway. What're you gonna do now?" 


Ricky ate the pepperoni and sighed. "I have no idea." He 


Slow Bloom - 377 

was quiet for a moment, licking the grease from his fingers 
and turning the problem over in his mind. "We're gonna go 
to Pride together, this summer. And, you know, he really 
sounded like he was looking forward to spending time with 
me again." 

"Makin' plans." Jason put the plate of pizza on the couch 
beside him and picked up his soda again. "You know, him 
coming here for his birthday to be with you? Not not- 
serious. You gotta watch it, leading him on or anything. He 
is kinda too old for you, little bro. | mean, not-serious is 
okay. Maybe you should try telling him to step back some, 
you know, make it not-serious again." 

"I asked him to come for his birthday," Ricky admitted, 
scrubbing one hand through his hair. "I'm the one who's 
been breaking the rules, not Jack." He wriggled onto his 
back so he could see Jason. "I Know you guys think it's, like, 
a joke or something, him being so much older than me, 
but..." Ricky sighed. "I don't want anybody else, not like | 


want him." 


"| wouldn't worry if it was a joke." Jason put his pizza down 
and rubbed at Ricky's shoulder. "It's just you're gonna end 
up with a broken heart, little man. | mean, how many 
breakups has he been through? He's probably a pro at it. 
And you're gonna waste all this time when you oughta be 
playing the field and going out and having fun. That's not 
even getting into stuff like what the hell's his cholesterol? 
Heart problems? Viagra, anyone?" 

"What, like I've never gotten hurt before?" Ricky sat up and 
shuffled over to the corner of the couch so he could curl his 
arms around his knees and watch Jason. "I mean, really, did 
you miss Ben totally dumping me last year, or what?" 
"Well, you never really said anything about it. Just one day 
he was there, next he wasn't, you were a bitch for a few 
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days." Jason took another bite of pizza. "I wasn't sure what 
happened there. He seemed like a decent guy." 


"Yeah." Ricky sighed, tucking his chin up on his knees. "He 
did seem like a decent guy. We, uh, had a difference of 


opinion about whether or not | should let him fuck me again. 


| said no, because... it hurt, and honestly, he didn't seem to 
give a damn whether | was having a good time or not. And 


so he said if | wasn't going to let him fuck me, then he 
wasn't 


going to let me date him. So. Yeah. That was kind of the end 
of that." 
Jason put his pizza down again, looking utterly pissed. "He 


fucking what?" He took a few deep breaths, but it didn't 
ease 


the tightness of his expression. "I'm a jackass, but I'd never 
do that. You should've said something. We sure as hell 
wouldn't have let him in the house again." He reached over 
tentatively and rubbed Ricky's arm with his fingertips. "Are 
you Okay now?" Now, he just looked sad. 


"I'm okay." Ricky gave Jason a little smile. "It sucked. I'm not 
gonna Say it didn't. But I'm okay now. Ben... he turned 


out to be kind of a jerk, but at least | found out early, | 
guess." 

"Jack doesn't try any of that shit, does he?" Jason's 
expression got cloudy again. 


"No. No, I, uh, | told Jack pretty much right away that | 


didn't want to be fucked again, that | didn't like it." Ricky 
smiled at the memory. "He was totally okay with it. He never 
pushed or anything." Jack had shown him so many other 
ways to enjoy his body, instead. 

Jason made a dissatisfied noise, but nodded. "Okay. That's 
good. Guess he's good to you, then." 


"He is." Ricky poked Jason's leg with his toes. "He's... he 
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pays attention. And when | finally asked him for that, he was 
really careful with me, and he made it really good." 

Jason wrinkled his nose and shook his head. "Okay, TMI, 
but nice to know. But still. | mean, that's cool for just the 
summer or something, or if you want to make a booty call 
once in a while, dude. But. | mean. You're not even twenty. 
And how old is he?" 

"He turned forty-nine yesterday," Ricky admitted. He knew 
it was a big age gap. "But... | don't care, Jase. He doesn't 
treat me like I'm a kid, but he doesn't expect me to be, you 
know, his age either." 


"So, really not so not-serious, then. You're talking like he's 


‘the one.' 'That guy.'" Jason didn't look too happy about that. 
"There's all kinds of shit to worry about, you know. The 
world's a mean place." 

"No, not so not-serious, Jase." Ricky sighed and stole 
another pepperoni from Jason's pizza. "What do you think | 
should be worrying about? I've got a list of my own, might 
as well compare." 


"Well, aside from people thinking he's a total perv or you're 
a 


gold digger? | mean, really a perv. | mean, you still look 
kinda... boylike... with all the waxing, man. That just does 
not look so good for him. People are going to think he's into 
kids, looking at you." Jason shrugged and took a drink of 
soda before he kept going on another tack. 

"You're still in school. That's at least two more years apart 
unless you quit or he moves up here. You're gonna go to 
school while you're livin' with some fifty-year-old? No, no, 
that's not a prof, that's my boyfriend, honest. | mean, Ricky, 
man, no. You shouldn't even have a steady guy right now; 


you're young, you should be trying to have fun." Jason was 


relentless with the list of badness and Ricky was starting to 
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feel sorry he'd asked. 

"Okay, you know, also, sex. Important. | mean, there's 
Viagra and stuff now, but what if he can't get it up ina 


couple years? What if he gets cancer or has a heart attack 
or 


Alzheimer's or something? You want to be twenty-five and 
visiting him in some nursing home? I'm not trying to be 
mean, man." Jason looked really uncomfortable now that 


he'd put it all out in the open. "He's probably older than 
your 


dad, too. Your parents are gonna fucking freak." 

"Or | could go out with somebody my age and he could get 
hit by a bus." Ricky looked away, tucking his cheek down 
on his knees and staring at the door. "I don't care what 
people think of me." He really didn't want to think about his 
parents. He hadn't told them anything about seeing Jack. At 
all. 

"What about what people think of him? Doesn't he, like, live 


right across the street? You were working for him, mowing 


his lawn, you know, that comes out kinda skeevy, dude. | 
mean, it's one thing if you were just on the down-low and he 


does seem like a decent guy who cares about you, not 
hiding 


it from people or anything, not making you keep it quiet. | 
really respect that." Jason put his dinner aside and turned to 
look at Ricky. "But he's supposed to go to the grocery store 
or throw parties with everyone knowing he poached the 
judge's teenager?" 

"Fuck you, man." Ricky shoved himself up off the couch. "I 


don't care if he wants to keep it quiet, okay? | don't care." 
He 


grabbed his bag and headed for the stairs. God damn Jase 
and his fucking worrying. Ricky didn't want to hear it. 

"You asked," Jason shot after him, scrambling to his feet 

and tracking Ricky to the bottom of the stairs. "I'm just tryin’ 
to be honest about this shit, okay? You think | don't want to 
be happy for you?" 
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"| just..." Ricky stopped on the stairs and rubbed his free 


hand over his face, trying to think, trying to calm down. "I 


just want to be with him, Jase. | know my parents are going 
to freak, and | know people are going to think we're weird, 
and | know he's older than me. But I'll deal." 

"It's really that not-serious?" Jason looked mournful, leaning 
on the railing at the bottom of the stairs and looking up at 
him. 

"I..." Ricky turned around to look down at Jason. "We 


haven't talked about it, not like that," he admitted. "But... it 
is for me." 


Jason nodded, and then came up the stairs slowly to offer 
Ricky a hug. "Okay, man. Just... I'm on your side. We all 
are." 

Ricky's breath came out in a rush and he slumped into the 
hug. "Thanks, man." 

"You just gotta be the complicated one, doncha, little bro?" 
Jason murmured as he wrapped Ricky up in a big, strong 
hug. "We can deal. It's not like we're gonna stop being your 
friends." He patted Ricky's back a few times before letting 
him go. 


"Thanks." Ricky gave Jason a wry smile. "I'll try to be a little 
less complicated." 


"And leave me with nothin' to do but eat my dinner in peace 
and go to bed on time?" Jason ruffled Ricky's hair. "Go on 
and get some rest; | bet you didn't get any last night -- and | 
don't want to know because | don't need any damn brain 
pictures, no offense, but | don't tell you about tits and 
things." 
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"No, but I figure this makes us even for the time your 
girlfriend thought my room was yours on her way back from 
the bathroom." Ricky laughed and patted Jason's shoulder. 
"At least you never had to see anything." 

"Hey, she was hot. Man. | kinda miss her." Jason started 
down the stairs again. "| mean, when she was quiet. 
Otherwise, not so much. Maybe | should try dating some 
ugly chicks. You can turn the lights out, but they get pissed 
when you put earplugs in..." 

Ricky rolled his eyes, laughing more. "You are such a 
jackass, man. Why don't you try dating somebody with a 
brain?" 


Jason stopped at the bottom of the stairs. "Dude, | just said 


that." 

"Yeah, because all the girls with brains are ugly?" Ricky 
shook his head. "Dude. How do you get dates? | mean, 
you're cute, yeah, but I'm pretty sure if | went around 
assuming all the hot guys were stupid, I'd never get any 
action." 

"Maybe they just act stupid around me." Jason shrugged. 
“Ever think of that? Maybe that's why they like me." 
"Maybe." Ricky shook his head, but maybe Jason was right. 
He'd had at least one class with one of Jase's exes and she 


hadn't seemed nearly as brainless then as she had with 
Jase. 


"So maybe the trick is just to get one of them to act like 
she's 


got a brain when she's with you. Good luck with that." 
"Yeah, maybe | should act smart, set an example." Jason 
meandered back toward his food. Then he snorted 
explosively. "Like that'll ever happen." 


Ricky laughed and turned to head back up the stairs. "Let 
me 
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know, I'll mark it on the calendar." 

eK 
"| was thinking of taking our trip earlier this year." Jack 
wasn't even home from the airport, not even out of the 
airport parking lot, when he was on the phone to Amanda. 
His body still hadn't accepted that Ricky shouldn't be beside 
him in the plane or walking to the car. He kept looking over 
and Ricky wasn't there. 
"Is everything okay?" 
Jack could hear the noise of video games in the background. 
"I... yes. Maybe. I think. What are you playing?" He couldn't 
concentrate. 
"Some thing with the little plumbers," she said. "Andrew 


insists on trying to beat me." That was classic Amanda. Not 


a clue what the name of the game was, but winning 
nonetheless. "Wait a minute." 

Jack waited patiently, listening to Andrew's voice in the 
background. God, the kids were getting old. Andrew's voice 


kept dropping and breaking, and he was the baby. There 
was 


the distinctive plinking victory music and Andrew groaned. 
"Serves you right," Amanda said brightly. "Don't diss 
Mommy next time. | love you." There was a kissing noise 
and Andrew's moan of defeat. A door opened and shut and 
then she spoke again. "I'm on the deck now; you can stop 
lying to me, Jack." 

"I'm not... | just need to think." Jack was grateful for the 
hands-free phone functions as he took the ramp onto the 
highway, coming off the airport road. 

"Is Anthony okay?" 
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"He's great. | saw him around Easter. He's starting to look 
like himself again. Paul found him work with a couple 


magazines and Lucy hired him for another job." Once he 


was on the highway, Jack sought out the comfort of his pipe. 
"So, what is it?" 

Jack was tamping tobacco into the bowl, one eye on the 
highway. He knew what was wrong. Or not wrong. Right. 
Ricky. "Ricky. | love him, Mandy." 

The silence lasted for too many heartbeats. "Your little 
golden lawnboy? Jack, he's barely older than Aiden." Aiden, 
her eldest son, was definitely not a dateable age. 

"Four years older," Jack said defensively. God, why had he 
let this happen? "And he doesn't know. | wouldn't do that to 
him." 

“How does he feel, then?" 

"He likes me. That's all | know. | just spent my birthday with 


him." Jack got the stem of the pipe in his mouth and 
fumbled 


for a match. "It was good. We have a date for Pride 
weekend." 

"Your birthday?" Amanda sounded stunned. "You hate your 
birthday." 


"He wanted to spend it with me." Jack felt pitifully warm 


and fuzzy at that. He lit the match, and then lit his pipe. 
"What happened? God, | need a drink." The door opened 


and Jack could hear her heels on her kitchen tiles. 
Travertine, 


if he remembered right. She'd emailed him about twenty 
different shades of beige for his opinion. 
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"We rented a room in a nice hotel with a good restaurant. | 


picked him up and he... he surprised me." Jack felt a surge 
of 


heat at the memory. 

"Good surprise?" 

Amanda was putting ice in a glass, if he went by the 
clinking. Probably a gin and tonic. Jack could see her in his 
mind's eye, no doubt wearing a modest shirtdress in a 
subdued color and rebellious red heels. God, he still loved 
her so much -- at a distance, but not too much less than 
twenty years ago. It was that, as much as everything else, 
that made him feel a little worthy of loving Ricky, a little 
worth Ricky taking his chances on. 


"He bought a dress for my birthday," Jack admitted. "For 


himself. You'd've loved it. Teal and brown silk, scarf hem, 
with gold shoes." 

Amanda swore softly. "Sorry. Just. Spilled gin. Screw the 
tonic. He... did you... " 

"| didn't know. He dressed up as Marilyn for Halloween; got 
the idea from reading Thales that it could be a kick." 
"Seven Year Itch?" Amanda had looked so good in that 
dress. 

"The same. It was... God, he looked beautiful." Jack's dick 
was swelling just from the memory and he had to adjust 
himself, rubbing the heel of his hand against it to quiet it. 
"He did it again, because he liked it, because | liked it, too. 
He just... he doesn't bother to tuck, just wears tight little 
panties. It looks amazing." Jack was going to have to stop 
and jerk off at this rate. 

"| hate to interrupt the wank material." Amanda's tone was 
not that of someone who was sorry. Jack heard the door to 
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the deck close behind her again. "But you're getting off 


because some kid reads books he doesn't know you wrote 


and decided to play stuff out for you? That's kind of below 
you, Jack." 

Jack nearly dropped his pipe. "What?" He put it in the 
ashtray and carefully put his hands on the wheel. 

"He doesn't even know it was you who put those ideas in his 
head." Amanda's voice was tight like she was trying not to 
cry. "God, it's like you had the perfect chance to turn some 
needy kid into your cross-dressing dancing boy and you 
took it. | never thought you'd..." 

"He knows." Jack thought he was going to snap, thought he 
was going to break his teeth, he was clenching his jaw so 
hard. "I told him, when he told me why he was dressed as 
Marilyn. | gave him the manuscript to i. And he left. Then 
we emailed. Then he came back and we talked. We kept 
emailing, and calling, and talking. And then, four fucking 
months later, | took him out to dinner. Dinner, Amanda. 
When I took him back to his room, he said he wanted me, 
after everything. He knows, Amanda. Did you ever really 
pay attention to who | am?" 


Jack was too angry to drive. He snapped the phone off and 


realized that his hands were shaking. The phone rang again 
and he ignored it. He was going to kill himself if he 
answered it. 

When he got home, the phone hadn't rung for the last ten 
minutes. He hauled his things into the house, swearing, and 
Slammed the front door. His empty house. His big, fucking, 


empty house that was empty because no one, none of 
them, 


could be fucking bothered to stay with him if he was 
himself. 

"I'm fucking sick of this," he yelled into the silence, 
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dropping everything on the floor. "I'm not always the bad 
guy here!" 

The house phone rang and he ignored it while he poured 
himself half a glass of scotch at the bar. He drank most of it 
and refilled it. When the cell phone rang again, still with 
Amanda's ring, he answered it. 

"This had better fucking be good, Mandy." 


Jack was really done tiptoeing around the fact that, just 


maybe, other people had hurt him, not just that maybe they 
weren't good for him. He'd been with Amanda for years, 
moved to Thailand with her, paid for her surgeries, and even 
then, when she was a woman, he'd been in love with her. He 
hadn't even been twenty-five when it started and he'd 
sacrificed that time and love and money for her, even 
knowing that in the end, she'd probably leave him for a 


straight man and a Straight life. She did. And he'd never 
been 


bitter about it until right fucking now. 


"I'm sorry." She sounded like she was still crying. "I'm... it's 
just... that was us. You and me." 


"No." Jack shook his head and rummaged in the humidor for 
a cigar. "You and me, we were us. This now, this is me and 
him. He's not some drag queen, he doesn't want to be a 
woman, he just likes to be beautiful sometimes, for both of 
us. And | would never, ever lie to him, Mandy. | can't do 
that, you know I can't. | wouldn't be alone right now if | 
could lie about those things." He leaned on the bar, eyes 
closed, and wished Ricky were here. 


"I'm sorry." Amanda took a deep breath and let it out. "I am. 


| just... that part of you, | was always a little afraid of him," 
she admitted, her voice small. 

"| took straps and cuffs with me for my birthday," Jack said, 
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watching his hands cut and light his cigar. 

"Did he like them?" 

“They weren't for him. Well, not to wear. | bought them 
new. To fit me." 

She was silent long enough for Jack to walk out and turn on 
the lights in the hot tub and pool. "And?" 

"It was good." Jack swallowed down the tightness in his 
throat. "It was so good, Mandy. | love him." 

"So why are you coming out here?" 

"I'm going to have the house renovated," he said, taking off 
his shoes one handed, cigar held in his teeth. "I'm tired of 
living like I'm lonely." 

"He's so young, Jack..." 


"I know. It doesn't even have to be him. He can come and 
go 


as he pleases. Maybe there'll be someone else." Jack walked 


down several steps, getting his cuffs wet, and sat on the 
edge 


of the pool. He lay back and looked up at the stars, scotch 
and cigar in one hand, phone in the other. "But if | don't 
make room, there won't be anyone." 

"If you still want to see me, you can come here," she said 
softly, her voice still raw with tears. 


"Don't be such a girl," Jack said, sighing. "Of course | want 
to see you. I'm going to go to San Fran, first, see some 


people in the Castro. Then, maybe rent a bike and come 
your 


way." 
"You'll kill yourself on one of those things," Amanda 
chided. "You haven't ridden in years. They're not bicycles, 
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you know." 

"Then I'll die happy." Jack drew on his cigar and blew 
smoke at the stars. "I promise to wear a helmet this time." 
"Okay. Call me when you know your flights?" 


"Twill." 


"Jack, I'm sorry," she said again, her voice wavering. 


"Let it go, Mandy." Jack exhaled and kicked his feet in the 
water lazily, remembering lying in the water here with Ricky 
in his arms. "Life's too short to hold on to that shit." 

"| love you, Jack." She kissed the phone. 

"| love you, too, baby girl. I'll see you soon." Jack hung up 
again and lay there for a long time under the stars, turning 
over memories of Ricky until all his hurt was gone. 
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C hapter Fourteen 

Ricky hadn't seen Jack since Jack's birthday. He'd been 
home from school for a month, but all he'd seen of Jack's 
house were the contractors and construction workers going 


in and out of it. Jack hadn't said anything about renovating 
or 


about being away so long, so Ricky didn't know what to 
think. There were rumors flying around the neighborhood 
that, with Jack gone and the renovations going on, Jack was 
selling the house and moving away. 

Ricky had been trying not to worry too much; Jack would've 


said something if he were moving away. There had to be 


some other explanation, and he'd find out what that was 
today. They had a date for Pride and Ricky couldn't wait. 


He'd packed a bag for his overnight stay and he was ready 
to 


go. Well, mostly. He'd gotten dressed -- jeans, sneakers, and 
a T-shirt -- but he still had to tell his parents he wasn't 
coming home tonight. Ricky swallowed hard, grabbed his 
bag, and headed downstairs to do just that. 


"Hi, sweetheart!" Suzanne was just making breakfast, 
setting 


Reggie's oatmeal down in front of him. 

Reggie made a face at it. "No bacon and eggs? Hey, kiddo." 
"You know what your cholesterol was last check-up," 
Suzanne said briskly. "Daddy can't have pancakes, but did 
you want some, sweetheart? | can make them up for you." 
"That's okay, Mom." Ricky smiled as he slid into the seat 
across from his dad. "I'll just have oatmeal. Don't want to 


tease Dad with what he can't have." He flashed a teasing 
grin 


at his father. 


"You're a good son." Reggie grinned at him. "All ready to 


go into town?" He poured milk into his oatmeal, and then 
passed it across the table. 
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Suzanne put a bowl of oatmeal with cranberries in front of 
Ricky and ruffled his hair. Then she gave him a little hug and 
kissed him on the head. "Are you meeting your friends 
down there? It's going to be so busy and if you're alone..." 
“Yeah, I'm meeting them down there." Ricky stirred his 


oatmeal and tipped his head back to smile at his mom. "I'll 
be 


okay. A couple of us are getting a room, so we can stay in 
the city and go to some of the stuff tomorrow, too." He felt a 
little guilty, but he wasn't lying so much as he was leaving 
out key information. 


"Are you sure that's a good idea?" Suzanne patted his 
cheek. 


"It's a great idea," Reggie said, grinning at Ricky. "It's better 
than being stuck on the subway with thousands of other 


people. He's a big boy, honey." 


"I'll be fine, Mom." Ricky grinned back at Reggie. His dad's 


Support made him feel better and worse, at once. "It's 
easier 


than going back and forth. We'll have fun and we'll be 
careful." 

"Okay. You're flying all over the country by yourself, living 
on your own..." Suzanne kissed him on the forehead. "All 
grown up. Do you need money or anything?" She went to 
pour some coffee for him. "Reggie, make sure he has 
money, extra for if he needs to take a cab home or 
something. Do you have some water, honey? Sunscreen?" 
Reggie was trying not to laugh, but he pulled his wallet out 
anyway and started pulling out some bills. He winked at 
Ricky behind Suzanne's back. 

"Thanks." Ricky smiled at his dad, then his mom. "I've got 
Sunscreen in my bag. I'll get water and stuff downtown, 
Mom. I've even got extra underwear, and my cell phone." 
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"See how responsible he is." Reggie handed over a stack of 
bills with an easy smile. "He can make his own choices now. 


Some boys his age have been in the army for two years, or 


married with kids. We're lucky he comes home at all." 
"Don't say that." Suzanne put a cup of coffee down in front 
of Ricky. "He's still our little boy." She kissed Ricky again. 
"Mom..." Ricky gave her a strained smile. "I'm going to be 
twenty next week." 

"Well, | have another year, then." Suzanne gave him a smile 
and patted his cheek. "I know what happens when children 
grow up too fast. How they grow up too fast. Let me have 
my fun." She turned to her husband. "Besides, if he's all 
grown up, you get all my attention." She descended on 
Reggie with kisses and he laughed, pulling her into his lap. 
"Maybe I'm looking forward to it." Reggie kissed her back 
loudly. "Maybe I want the kid out of the house for the 
night." He tickled Suzanne and she shrieked, batting at him. 
“Reginald Talbot!" 

Ricky laughed at them and took a drink of his coffee. "Well, 
you've got it. A whole day and night all to yourselves." His 
parents were great, really happy with each other. "I'll let you 


get to it," he said, once he'd finished his breakfast. "I'll see 
you tomorrow, Okay?" 


"All right, baby." Suzanne was always reluctant to let him 
go. She bit her lip, then came over and kissed his cheek 
quickly. "You have a good time." She busied herself clearing 
the table and Reggie got up. 

“Come on, son, l'Il drive you down to the subway." 
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“Thanks, Dad." Ricky gave his mom another little squeeze 


and then grabbed his bag and slung it over his shoulder. 
"I'M 


all set." 


Reggie led the way to the car and let Ricky get settled 
before 


pulling out. "You know, your mom and | would have come 
down with you, if you'd wanted," he said. "I mean, I'm 
assuming you wanted to go and hang out with your friends 
and do your thing, but you should know that Mom and | are 
proud of you and want to be with you if you need us there." 
Ricky smiled at Reggie. "I know, Daddy. And thanks. You 
guys have been really great about all of this stuff." They'd 


been very accepting and supportive, ever since he'd come 
out 


to them last summer. Ricky appreciated it, even if he didn't 
Say so very often. 

"And the guys at school have been good, you said that." 
Reggie reached over and patted his knee. "Everything else 
going okay? You haven't mentioned anyone in particular. 
You can, you know, if you want to bring someone around. | 
don't want you to feel you can't do that." 

Ricky bit his lip. "I... Yeah. | might do that." When he could 
figure out how to explain that they already knew the person 
he'd want to bring around. "The guys at school have been 
great. Mike and Aaron and Jase, on the swim team -- you 
know, the guys I've been living with? -- they've been 
awesome. Mike graduated this year." 

"Guess you'll have to find a replacement for him," Reggie 
said, looking over with a smile. "I know you said he took 
good care of you, your first year. You know, your mom 
makes a big fuss about you being young and all, but | was 
dating pretty seriously when I was your age. Didn't work 
out, and it's just as well, because | met your mother, but | 


knew what | was after. | think men are more single-minded 


than women that way." 
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"I've been dating some. There was a guy | thought was 
something, last year, but we split up." It was easier to talk 
about Ben than to think about Jack, the person Ricky should 
really be telling his dad about. 

There was so much of his life he couldn’t talk to his parents 
about now, so many things he couldn’t let them see. The 
nipple piercings he’d gotten before coming home for the 
Summer were the hardest; he knew his parents would see 
them sooner or later, and he’d have to explain why he’d 
done it. Not yet, though. 

"I'm sorry about that." Reggie reached over and patted his 
arm. "You had a bit of a rough go there for a while, didn't 
you?" 


"It was..." Ricky gave his dad a smile. "It was kind of rough, 
but | got over it. | don't talk about the guys | date at school 


because there's nobody serious. Nobody there worth talking 
about, you know? Just my friends, the guys on the team." 


“That's good. I'm glad you have friends like that." Reggie 


gave him a smile. "And the ones you're meeting downtown. 
It really makes Mom and | happy that you have all that 
Support." 

Oh, God. Ricky did feel bad, now. Maybe he should have 
Skipped breakfast. He mustered up a smile for his dad. 
"Yeah, friends all over." 

"It makes her feel a lot better," Reggie said. He looked 
weary, just for a minute, and Ricky wondered if he'd 
imagined it. "She's had a hard time at work," Reggie added. 
"What happened?" So much of what Ricky's mom did was 
confidential, social work, child advocacy for the courts. It 
was one reason Ricky could never begrudge her how much 
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she worried about him. The other reason was that she was 
just an awesome mom, and he loved her and wanted to 
humor her as much as his dad did. 

"You've been away, so you didn't see it in the papers," 
Reggie said quietly. "After New Years, there was a murder- 


suicide that involved some of her kids. There was a major 


investigation and departmental audit to determine whether 
or 


not the children should have been with that parent. That's 
why we couldn't make it to your swim meet." 

Ricky nodded, sick with guilt. "You should have said 
something, Dad," he said quietly. "I mean, | could have 
come home or something." He hated the idea of his mom 
having to go through that without being there for her. He 
knew that what his dad was telling him was probably the tip 
of the iceberg of the awfulness that his mom had been 


dealing with. When dead kids wasn't the worst of 
something, 


he knew it was terrible. 

"She was adamant that | not tell you. And | didn't tell you 
now, either." Reggie reached over and ruffled his hair. 
"She's doing a lot better now. Hey." Reggie patted Ricky's 
shoulder and smiled at him. "Honest. She's just had a rough 
year; it'll pass. She's so proud of you, Ricky, and you don't 
know what it means to her to know you're happy. So, no 
worrying. Don't want to get me in trouble, do you?" He gave 


Ricky a pitiful look and Ricky laughed. 


"Okay, | won't." His dad wouldn't lie to him. Things were 
fine. Ricky grinned at his father. "You're so whipped, man." 
"Ah, something you'll never know the pleasure of, my boy," 
Reggie said loftily. 

"Dad!" Ricky burst out into horrified laughter, so shocked 
that his concern went out the window. "Dude, that is so 
inappropriate." 
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Reggie laughed and poked him, and Ricky poked back, 
giggling helplessly, until traffic thickened and his father had 
to pay attention. Reggie just drove for a while, muttering at 
the predominance of sleep-deprived truckers clogging the 
highway into the city with their eighteen-wheelers. 

"So, | haven't seen Jack in ages," he said, at random. 
“There's just workmen at the house. I'm wondering if he's 
planning to sell." 

It felt like Ricky's heart stopped. He stared at his dad fora 
long moment, and then forced himself to speak. "That would 
suck. | mean, the Halloween parties and stuff, you know? 


The kids would really miss out." 


"You never know who you're going to get when someone 
moves out." Reggie shook his head and sighed. "He's been 
there a long time. What? Ten, eleven years? It'd be a pity. 
We'd miss him. I've seen him out running a lot lately, been 
chatting with him more. Anyway, we appreciate him being 


good to you. l'm glad he was there for you last summer. 
He's 


a good neighbor." 

“He was nice, yeah. Let me use his pool and stuff while | 
worked for him." Ricky was nervous, talking about Jack 
with his dad, but he tried to act normal. "He talked to me 
about what happened that night at the Black Cat, some. It 
was... it helped." 

"It's nice to know you had someone to talk to about that. 
Your mom and | were worried about you." Reggie reached 
over and stroked Ricky's hair. "You're a great kid, you 
know. | mean, you're not a kid anymore. | know your mom 
is trying to pretend it's not happening, but | haven't missed 
it." 


“Thanks, Dad." Ricky gave his dad a little smile, trying to 
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relax again. "I'm okay. | was okay. Just shook up, you 
know?" 

"| could tell. You looked terrible the next day." Reggie 

pulled around into the public parking for the subway. "But it 
seemed to clear up really fast; guess that's the resilience of 
youth. And now, look at you." He grinned at Ricky. "Life 
seems pretty good." 

"It's been good, yeah." Ricky grinned back. His dad was so 
easy-going. "Thanks for the ride, Dad. I'll give you guys a 
call when I'm on my way back tomorrow, so | don't interrupt 
anything, okay?" 

Reggie winked at him. "Thanks, man. Wouldn't want to put 
you in therapy or anything." He reached over and gently 
punched Ricky in the shoulder. 

Ricky laughed and grabbed his bag from the floorboard. 


"Have fun, Dad," he said as he opened the car door. "I'll see 
you tomorrow." 


"You call if you need anything," Reggie called as Ricky got 


out. 


“Thanks, Dad." Ricky waved at his dad and then turned to 
head for the entrance to the subway. He couldn't wait to see 
Jack again. 

EK 
Jack was at the other end of the subway line, at the stop 
where they'd met outside of Avogadro's, checking his watch. 
He was missing Ricky terribly. It wasn't a problem, being 
away from home; it had been good to travel and to be with 
Amanda and to get his head on straight. The trip down the 
West Coast had left him feeling clean, like the wind and sea 
had scrubbed the remains of his fear out of him. 
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He'd made up with Amanda and played with her kids and 


watched football with her husband, but it was the time 
alone 


that mattered most. Jack was used to being lonely, but not 
alone. He always had his past right there with him to remind 
him of his place, of his worth. Out on grey, stony beaches 
with his feet planted in cool water, he'd enjoyed being alone 


for a little while. 


Now, though, he was just missing his boy and ready to get 
settled into having some kind of relationship, whatever it 
happened to be. He was fine with it being occasional and 
casual; he was going to enjoy it, savor every moment, and 
stop feeling guilty. Ricky had been coming back to him for a 
year now. The time for saying Ricky needed to think about 
this more was long past. 

His heart lit up when he saw Ricky and he pushed his 
sunglasses up. Ricky looked young and beautiful, lithe and 
lovely even in jeans and a T-shirt. For a moment, Jack 
hesitated, then abandoned all dignity and came running to 
sweep Ricky up in his arms, laughing. 

"Hi, beautiful." The look of happiness on Ricky's face was 


all the confirmation Jack needed that this was the right 
thing. 


"Jack!" Ricky laughed, delighted, and wrapped his arms 
around Jack's neck. "God, I've missed you." He kissed Jack 
on the mouth, light and sweet. 

Jack kissed him back, unwilling to let him go just yet. "I 


missed you, too, baby. God." He stole another kiss. "I'm 


sorry | wasn't around. | was just..." He put Ricky down so 

he could cup Ricky's face in his hands and kiss him 
shamelessly, then nuzzle against his mouth. "Just looking for 
myself out on the West Coast. | needed the time." 

"You find what you were looking for?" Ricky asked, 
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mouthing lightly at Jack's lips. 

"Yeah. It was a good time, something | haven't done in 
years." Jack gave Ricky more little kisses. "I really needed 
it." He pulled back to give Ricky a serious look. "But I'm 
here now." All here, completely present, so he could enjoy 
whatever time he had with Ricky. "Forgive me for being 
away like that?" He knew that arranging to be away then 
wasn't really fair, even if he'd needed it. 

"Yes." Ricky looked up at him, open and trusting, and Jack 
knew it was all okay. "With all the construction and stuff, 
you've got people worrying that you're moving away, selling 
the house." 

"Oh, baby. | would have told you if | was moving." Jack 


pulled him close and kissed him again. It was nice to be able 


to do this and have the only looks they got be affectionate 
or 


envious. "You didn't worry about that, did you?" 

Ricky shook his head. "Only a little. | mean, it was hard not 
to wonder at all, but | thought you'd tell me, that you 
would've said something. And | knew you were going to be 
here today, so..." 

"| would not do that. Ever." Jack kissed him gently. "How 
long were you worried about it? You could have called me. 
Did you think you couldn't call me anymore?" 

"It's okay, Jack. | wasn't really worried." Ricky reached up 
to pet Jack's cheek. "My dad mentioned that he was hoping 
you weren't moving, things like that. But | knew you were 
going to be here today. If you hadn't shown up today then, 
yeah, | would've started to worry, but... If I'd really thought 
you might move and not say anything, | would've called or 
emailed or something, just to check in." 

"Okay. | didn't just soend weeks staring at the ocean and 
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deciding what | was doing with myself just to mess all this 


up." Jack kissed Ricky tenderly. "Can | take you back to the 
hotel to drop off your stuff?" 

“That would be great. You didn't mess anything up. | 
promise." Ricky leaned up on his toes to give Jack another 
kiss, soft and slow. "I'm here, and you're here, and that 
means everything is just right." 

"Okay." Jack slid an arm around Ricky’s shoulders. It was 


that easy: Jack believed him and life was good. "I didn't 
have 


any agenda for today, before the party. So, lets just... have 
fun." Jack kissed Ricky on the cheek and turned him toward 
the little hotel they'd be staying in. It was restored, a pretty 
place, nothing like the big glossy hotels further downtown. It 
was convenient, though, walking distance from everything 
and right in the gay district. 

Ricky followed Jack into the hotel and into the elevator. He 
had his bag slung over one shoulder and his other arm 
around Jack's waist. He cuddled up to Jack's side as the 
elevator carried them up. 


"| found a great party for us tonight." Jack kissed Ricky's 


cheek. "Should be a lot of fun. Some ridiculous new alcohol 
product, but it's on the roof of a hotel downtown with a 
swimming pool and live music, dancers, you name it. | Know 
a few people who will be there, so we won't be adrift. No 
one | know would actually touch the stuff, but it should be a 
good time. Sound good?" 

"Sounds great." Ricky tipped his head back to smile up at 
Jack. "You know | don't care where you take me, right? | 
just want to spend time with you." 

"You sound like me now." Jack kissed his smile. "I promise 
not to dance. But | hope you do." 
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The day was long and hot, but happy. The parade was loud 


and full of dancers, the streets were full of people in all 
kinds 


of wild dress and undress. Jack was affectionate and never 
let Ricky out of his sight, trying to keep him in reach, kissing 


him once in a while whenever he had the chance. They ate 
at 


Avogadro's, a slow, lazy meal of barbeque and beer and 


‘down home' food. After, Jack took Ricky back to the hotel 
room for a change of clothes, but his agent called right after 
they walked in the room. 

That was unfortunate; it meant Ricky couldn't share his new 


Surprise, but at least they got ready for the party on time - 
just barely, in Jack's case. They walked to the hotel in the 
cooling evening, through partiers and past the outdoor cafe 


tables set up outside the restaurants. Jack had passes to get 


them into the party and it was everything he'd said and 
more. 


The rooftop was a neon playground with the lit pool as the 
centerpiece. There were dancers everywhere, their bodies 
painted with glow-in-the-dark spirals, dressed in g-strings. 
House music flowed from the speakers and as they walked 


in, a server wearing little more than the dancers offered 
them 


luminous bracelets and necklaces and neon shots of 
something alcoholic. 

Ricky waved off the drinks, but accepted the jewelry. He 
wound the necklace around his throat and wrapped the 


bracelet around Jack's wrist. "We match," he said, laughing. 


“Only for you would | wear random glowy things." Jack 
waved off the drinks as well, stealing a kiss as Ricky put the 
bracelet on him. "Now, I give us about thirty seconds before 
we get pounced by Ajay, who writes the 'Perspective' 
column for the Daily. | apologize for that. | Know a couple 
writers and actors who are supposed to be here tonight, 
according to my agent, so we can hang out with them. If 
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anyone makes you uncomfortable, we can go home, okay?" 
"I'll be okay." Ricky was pleased that Jack would bring him 
somewhere where people would know him. It made this 
whole thing feel like maybe he wasn't the only one who 
wanted it to be more serious. Ricky leaned up to kiss Jack 
again, using up a few more of those thirty seconds Jack had 
promised before they would get interrupted. 

Jack was indulging him in the kiss when a voice let them 
know that they either had no sense of time or Jack had 
misjudged. "Well, the dead do walk!" A dark-skinned man, 
Surprisingly fey for his bulk, was bearing down on them. 


"Jack. Mark said you'd be here. | thought he was trying to 


make me break out in a rash of excitement." 

Jack straightened, sliding his arm around Ricky's shoulders. 
"Ajay." He held his hand out almost defensively. "Good to 
see you again." 

"You owe me an interview, darling." Ajay took Jack's hand, 
but kept going to kiss him on the cheek. "But | see this is a 
social call." He rounded on Ricky like a predator, eyes 
bright. "The list did say Mr. Corson and guest..." 

"Yes, it did." Jack still had Ajay by the hand and his grip 
must have been something else because the heavy man 
winced. "This is my guest. You're an observant man, Ajay, 
but let's leave it at that. I'd hate to start the party on a sour 
note." 

Ajay tugged his hand away, mustering up a smile. "Right. 
Interview Tuesday, didn't you say, Jack? Nice to meet you, 
dear." He nodded at Ricky. "If you want to chat, just... come 


get me. Interrupt any time." That got him another glare 
from 


Jack. 


"I'll keep that in mind." Ricky nodded at Ajay and then 
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turned away from him, facing Jack again. He was relieved; 
he hadn't really thought about what it would mean for him, 
coming to a party where people knew Jack, people who were 
in the press. His dad was a judge; he might not be 


immediately recognized, but it wouldn't take much digging 
to 


figure out who he was, if someone got his name. That 
wasn't 


how he wanted his parents to find out about Jack. "Let's go 
find something to drink," he suggested, leaning up to kiss 
the corner of Jack's mouth. Anything to get them a little 
further away from Ajay. 

"Of course, sweetheart." Jack kissed his temple. 

Jack led Ricky around the pool; they had to dodge partiers 
and servers and dancers. All Jack's attention was on Ricky, 
but looking around, Ricky could see that other people were 
looking their way once in a while. Maybe they knew who 
Jack was, or maybe they were just looking at Jack and Ricky 
because they made an unusual couple. Most of the looks 


were curious, maybe envious. A look for Jack, and then a 


lingering look at Ricky. Some looked longer at Jack than 
Ricky, and those looks were even more envious. 

"You'd be pretty popular here, if you hadn't come with a 
date," Ricky teased, when they stopped in front of the buffet 
table. He plucked a sealed bottle of soda from one of the ice 
bowls and wiped it off with a napkin. 

"| beg your pardon?" Jack slid his arm around Ricky's waist 


from behind and kissed the side of his neck. "There are 
other 


people here? Where?" 

Ricky tilted his head for more and curled his arm back to 
wrap his hand around the back of Jack's neck. "Nowhere," 
he said, laughing softly. "Forget | said anything. I'm just 
remembering how lucky | am, that's all." 

"Me, too." Jack kissed up to his ear and nuzzled there. 
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“Today has been the best day I've had since my birthday." 
"Hey, Jack!" The new person was young, just a few years 
older than Ricky, and nothing less than bouncy. "Wow, you 


made it." He was handsome, if you were into the 


dreadlocked, glossy-skinned, muscular hunky type. 


"Dené." Jack straightened up and smiled at his friend. "I got 
your new book, haven't had a chance to read it, though." He 


stepped away from Ricky to shake Dené's hand. 

"Oh, man. Now I'm scared." Dené kissed Jack on the cheek 
instead of shaking his hand and then stepped back to give 
Ricky a smile. 

"Ricky, this is Dené, one of the writers | was with in Japan." 
Jack gave Ricky a hug with the arm around his waist. "Dené, 
this is Ricky." 

"Hey, nice to meet you." Dené gave Ricky a sparkling grin 
and held out his hand. 

"You, too." Ricky shook Dené's hand, smiling. He 
remembered calling Jack while he was in Japan, and he 
hoped his blush didn't show. 

"Hey, Franco and Miles and Lucy are all here." Dené 
Slapped Jack on the shoulder. "Let's go get out of the way 
before we get twinkied." He eyed a pair of raver boys with 
great trepidation and fished his glasses out of his pocket, 


putting them on as though in defense. It didn't make him 


look any less gorgeous. "Why do they pick on me?" 

"Maybe you should look in a mirror sometime? Come on, 
sweetheart." Jack gave Ricky a smile. "Let's get to safety. 
You're in danger, too." 

Ricky followed Jack and Dené off to a table in the corner. 
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There wasn't any shortage of visitors to the table, and there 
wasn't any shortage of flirtatious glances sent Jack's way. It 
wasn't always easy, seeing Jack so comfortable with so 
many people who so obviously wanted him. Ricky didn't let 
himself dwell on it, though. If Jack had wanted any of those 
people, he could've been with them already. Ricky was the 
one Jack told about Thales, and Ricky was the one Jack had 
brought here tonight. 

Jack leaned over and murmured in Ricky's ear. "Sweetheart, 
will you go get me a scotch before | start telling people what 
| think of them?" He kissed Ricky on the cheek. 

"I'll be right back." Ricky laughed and squeezed Jack's thigh, 
then slipped away from the table. He wound his way 


through the crowd, heading for the bar. 


He finally managed to squeeze himself between two men 
who seemed to be competing for some kind of prize for 
shininess. One was glittery and the other one, Ricky was 
pretty sure, was covered in oil like a bodybuilder in a photo 
shoot. "Scotch, please," Ricky said, when the bartender got 
around to looking his way. 

The bartender took his order, and then disappeared. The 
glittery one looked Ricky over and then looked back at the 
table where Ricky had come from. "You don't look like the 


scotch type. I'm guessing that's for your boyfriend there." 
He 


looked Jack over, watching him stretch and laugh at Lucy. 
"Lucky boy. Where do you find one like that?" 

Ricky blinked, trying to figure out how to answer that. 
Boyfriend. Jack? Well, they had been... something like 
dating, for a while now. A year. Maybe boyfriend was a 
good enough word for it. That's what Jase and Mike had 
called Jack, too. "Just got lucky, | guess." 

"Mm. Well, if the two of you get bored, come find me." The 
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man looked Ricky over and didn't bother to stop himself 
from licking his lips. The bartender slid the scotch across the 
bar to Ricky. 

“There you go, sugar," she said. 

Ricky flashed her a smile. "Thanks." He glanced at the 
glittery guy and blinked again, shaking his head. He couldn't 
imagine getting bored with Jack and he got to spend time 
with Jack so rarely that he couldn't imagine wanting to share 
any of that precious time with anyone else. "Don't count on 


it," he murmured, as he turned and headed back to the 
table, 


scotch in hand. 
Jack looked up as Ricky came back to the table, looked at 


him like there was no one else at the party. Like there was 
no 


one else in the world. Ricky slipped in to sit beside Jack, 
Sliding his drink across the table. He couldn't resist the look 
on Jack's face; he leaned over, cupping Jack's cheek in his 
hand, and kissed him softly. 

"Did | make it back in time?" he asked, as he reluctantly 


drew back from Jack's mouth. 


"I was too busy looking at you to keep track of the 
conversation." Jack leaned in and kissed him again, just as 
softly and sweetly, fingers trailing over Ricky's cheek. 
Ricky nuzzled at Jack's mouth and cheek. "I'm very, very 


lucky," he murmured. He'd said that to the glittery man at 
the 


bar, but it was true. He was incredibly lucky to have Jack. 
“That makes two of us." Jack slid an arm around Ricky and 
smiled at him. 

Jack didn't seem to notice the looks he was getting from 
friends and acquaintances, ranging from baffled to sappy to 
concerned. Ricky noticed and he tried to ignore them. He 
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remembered what Jase had said; he didn't want anyone to 
think less of Jack because he was with Ricky, but he didn't 
want to deal with it right now. He just wanted to be with 
Jack. Ricky snuggled up against Jack's side and soaked up 
the contact. It had been too long already. 

Jack picked up his scotch and went back to arguing with 


Franco and Franco's agent, Mateo, without missing a beat. 


Something about New York publishing houses and politics, 
and Jack wasn't happy about it. What he was happy about 
was Ricky, and he obviously didn't care who knew it. 
Eventually, Ricky caught on to everyone's names and he 
followed the conversations. He didn't know enough about 
what was going on to contribute much, so he stayed quiet, 
but he was definitely paying attention, and the whole thing 
made him realize how much he needed to be paying more 
attention to Jack's world. 

Later, the conversations wound down, and Jack led Ricky 
back to the hotel. "Thank you for taking me to the party," 
Ricky said, as they rode the elevator up to their room. 
“Thank you for coming." Jack kissed him on the mouth, 
tenderly, pulling him in close. "I loved having you there." 

"| had a good time." Ricky wrapped his arms around Jack 
and smiled up at him. "I liked seeing you with your friends." 
"It was good to be..." Jack paused as the elevator chimed for 


their floor, but he didn't move yet. "...us." Jack kissed him as 
the doors slid open. 


When Jack pulled back from the kisses, Ricky slid his hand 


down to hold Jack's. "It was. Really good." Though there 
had been some funny looks, no one had said anything to 
Jack or to Ricky, not that Ricky had heard. 
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Jack caught the door before it slid shut again and led Ricky 
out. "Think you could survive doing it again sometime?" He 
gave Ricky an appealing smile. 

"| think | could handle that." Ricky grinned and leaned up to 


kiss Jack's cheek as they headed down the hall to their 
room. 


He was thrilled that Jack would want to do it again, and he 
was just feeling good in general. He'd had so much fun with 
Jack, all day and at the party, too. 

"I'd love it." Jack unlocked the door to their room and 
pushed it open. "After you, dear," he said cheekily as he 
ushered Ricky inside. 

Laughing, Ricky slipped into the room and turned to watch 
Jack. He kicked off his shoes and left them by his bag, with 
the glowing necklace from the party. "I kind of brought you 


a surprise, when | came home from school." He unbuttoned 


his shirt, slowly, keeping it closed until it was all the way 
undone, and then he let it slide off his shoulders and fall to 
the floor. 

"Sweetheart," Jack said, hanging his jacket up while Ricky 
unbuttoned his shirt, "you didn't have to do anything like 


that." He got that much out before he turned around and 
saw 


the surprise: a pair of silvery rings through Ricky's nipples. 
His entire train of thought visibly jumped the tracks and 
went plunging down a canyon to a fiery end, never to be 
found again. 

Jack looked as though he'd forgotten how to breathe. He 
didn't say anything as he crossed the room, looking 
captivated, and stopped just in front of Ricky, reaching out 
with one finger to touch the tip of one nipple, not the ring. 
"Can l..." It was barely more than an exhalation and he bit 
his lip as soon as the words were out. 

"Yeah." Ricky touched Jack's cheek, fingers trailing down 
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Jack's jaw. "Yeah, you can." He didn't know what Jack was 


asking for, not exactly, but there wasn't anything Jack could 
be asking for that Ricky would refuse. God, Jack's reaction 
was so much more than he'd expected. It was incredible. 
Jack hooked a finger in the waistband of Ricky's pants and 
drew him along, kissing him softly on the mouth, until he 
backed into the bed and sat down. Then he was at the right 
height to admire Ricky's new embellishments. He slid his 
hands around to the small of Ricky's back and looked up at 
him. 

"They're beautiful," Jack said, leaning in to curl his tongue 
over one, his eyes still on Ricky's face. He moaned softly. 
"You're beautiful." He covered nipple and ring with his 
mouth and his eyes slid shut as he explored with his tongue. 
Ricky purred, curling his hands around the back of Jack's 
head. "Glad you like them," he murmured, his whole body 
buzzing with pleasure and growing need. "I thought... | 
thought you might." 

Jack was tender with them, sucking gently and getting 
acquainted with each one in turn, his hands stroking Ricky's 


back and ass and thighs while he did. He didn't bite or tug, 


not so soon. He kissed each when he was satisfied with the 
work, looking up at Ricky again with his eyes blown with 
need, his dick straining against his fly. "You're amazing," 
Jack murmured, his expression enchanted. "I want you so 
much." 

"| want you, too." Ricky petted Jack's hair and down the 
back of his neck, and then leaned down to kiss him on the 
mouth. "God, Jack..." He hadn't let anyone touch them until 
now. No one had played with them but himself, and that had 
felt good, but Jack's mouth felt even better. 

Jack kissed him back tenderly, cupping Ricky's cheek in one 
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hand as they kissed. "Come to bed with me," he said. "Let 
me make all of you feel good. It's been so long, baby." 

"Too long," Ricky agreed, turning his head to kiss Jack's 


palm. He tugged at Jack's shirt, untucking it, and then 
started 


working the buttons open. He wanted to touch skin. 
Jack helped, working from the bottom up, until he could 


Slide the shirt off, and then Jack helped undo Ricky's pants. 


Jack seemed happy to do most of the work of undressing 
them both while Ricky touched and kissed, until they were 


both naked and could slide into bed together. "I missed 
you," 


Jack confessed. 
"| missed you, too." Ricky licked and nuzzled Jack's throat 


up to his chin, and he petted Jack's chest, feeling the tickle 
of 


hair sliding under his palms. "So much." 

In bed, Jack pulled the covers over them and wrapped Ricky 
up in his arms, hiding and snuggling and twining his body 
with Ricky's. It felt so good, so right to be together, skin on 
Skin. Jack's dick slid against Ricky's cooler skin as they 


snuggled and they both hummed with pleasure at the 
contact. 


"I missed this, too," Ricky admitted, arching a little so he 
could feel his body sliding against Jack's. "Just... touching 
you, feeling your body against mine. You feel so good." 
Ricky slid his hand over Jack's side and down his arm and 
up to his cheek, just touching everything he could reach 


without losing contact with the rest of Jack's body. 


"| must forget exactly how good it is, when I'm away, or | 
think being away would be so much harder." Jack's voice 
was rough with need and with emotion. They moved against 


each other like they could almost soak into one another's 
Skin 


and then the desperate need to be close would ease. 
"Kiss me again." There hadn't been nearly enough kisses to 
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sate Ricky's need for them. Jack's mouth was like magic, 
and 


Ricky wanted more than just a taste. 
Jack rolled Ricky onto his back and slid on top of him, 
keeping skin-to-skin and taking enough of his own weight 


that Ricky could breathe. Ricky got his legs apart, opened 
up 


and bent to cradle Jack's hips, getting Jack right where Ricky 
wanted him. He moaned into the kisses, sucking and licking 
at Jack's tongue to persuade him not to stop. 

Jack was breathless, his kisses were relentless and messy 
and fierce. His other hand found Ricky's ass to hold Ricky 


close and his cock left wet streaks on Ricky's belly. Ricky 


held on and arched up into every thrust, his own cock 
already aching for release. He whimpered and moaned into 
Jack's kisses, just as fierce and needy as Jack. He'd missed 
Jack so much, and he wasn't holding back, not at all. 

Jack gasped against Ricky's mouth, breaking their kisses. 
"Ricky..." he whimpered. He used to keep himself in check, 
held back, paced things, but that was gone now, and Ricky 
welcomed the change. 

"Want you," Ricky answered, panting for breath, his body 
rolling up under Jack's to keep everything going. "I don't 
care how. Please, Jack." Anything. Like this, or however 
else Jack wanted him. 

Jack shifted, sliding the hand that had been on Ricky's ass 
between them. He wrapped it around both their cocks, 
pressing them together so that when he moved, his slicked 
the underside of Ricky's dick with pre-come. They didn't 
have to move beyond that; no fumbling with condoms and 
lube or positions. 

"Oh. Fuck," Jack whispered, shuddering with pleasure. He 


kissed Ricky again, hard and hungry, hips moving to fuck 


his cock against Ricky's, making everything wetter with 
each 
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stroke. 

Ricky whined, shivering hard. That was perfect. Everything 
was just slick enough that when Ricky met Jack's thrusts, his 
dick slid easily along Jack's. "So good," he managed, his 
throat tight with need. 


It didn't take more than a few thrusts and kisses to push 
Jack 


back to the edge where he'd caught himself before. This 
time, 


he didn't stop anything. His rhythm slipped and his kisses 


got erratic as he started to shiver, and it was so, so hot to 
feel 


him lose control. 

"Ricky..." It was as unsteady and desperate as the first time, 
but Jack cried out softly after it, against Ricky's mouth. 
"Fuck. God. | missed you," he whimpered as he started to 
come, spilling heat over Ricky's cock and his own fingers. 


That, the feel of Jack coming on him -- for him, because of 


him -- was enough to turn Ricky's shivers into shudders and 
jerking hips and low, needy cries as he started to come, too. 


He held on tight to Jack and let go, shouting Jack's name 
and 


writhing under Jack's body. It was incredible, sex that was 
better than sex, nothing between them at all. 

"My beautiful man," Jack whispered to him. 

"All yours," Ricky agreed, when he caught his breath 
enough to speak. He curled himself around Jack and drew 
Jack down for more kisses, hot and slow and open. He 
wanted to be with Jack and he wanted to belong to Jack, in 
ways that he didn't want from anyone else. 

Jack relaxed over him, kissing him slowly, his hand trapped 
between their bellies and slick with come. Ricky purred into 


the sweet kisses, giving them back almost lazily as he 
basked 


in the contentment and happiness being with Jack always 
brought. 
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Jack slid his hand out from between them and stopped 


kissing Ricky to lick his fingers off. He gave Ricky a sly, 


pleased look as he did it, running his tongue over his thumb 
first and purring at the taste of Ricky's come mingled with 
his. Ricky's eyes widened, desire more than surprise. 

"That is so hot, so... Jesus, Jack." Ricky leaned up to geta 
taste of his own, his tongue sliding along Jack's fingers and 
then, because he couldn't resist, along Jack's tongue. 

Jack kissed him, sliding his tongue along Ricky's and 


Sharing, then licking and sucking to steal the taste from 
him. 


Pulling back, Jack offered Ricky one of his fingers to suck, 
painting Ricky's lower lip with their come. Ricky's tongue 
chased Jack's finger over his lip before he sucked it inside, 
licking at it like he would Jack's cock. It was so good, his 
own taste mingled with Jack's. 

"Yeah, that is hot." Jack growled and nibbled Ricky's jaw 


before stealing his hand back to lick the next finger clean. 
He 


fucked his mouth with it, his eyes still alight with desire and 
mischief, watching Ricky as he played. 
Ricky groaned softly, arching to rub his cock against Jack's 


belly, through the smear of come they'd both left there. He 


was getting hard all over again, watching Jack like that. 
"You are so... amazing. So hot." 

"I was thinking that about you." Jack licked a little stray 
slickness from the corner of his mouth. He wriggled against 
Ricky's hardening dick. "Do | get to play with that?" 

Ricky laughed, but it came out more like soft moans. 


"Yeah," he murmured, leaning up to lick the same spot at 
the 


corner of Jack's mouth that Jack's tongue had just slid over. 
"Yeah, | think that would like you to play with it. A lot." 
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"Oh, good." Jack licked another finger clean. "My mouth is 
running out of things to do." Then he laughed. "God, but | 
do love sucking your dick," he added, looking blissed at the 
idea. 

"Only fair, since | love sucking you off, too." Ricky smiled 
up at Jack; watching Jack be so happy made him happy, too. 
“Don't worry, | can come up with all kinds of things for 
your mouth to do, if you run out of ideas." 


"My mouth is very fond of all of you." Jack kissed him 


thoroughly to prove it. "Every. Little. Bit." He started kissing 
down Ricky's neck: hot, sucking kisses mixed in with tiny, 


Sharp bites. 

Ricky whimpered, arching his head back to bare his throat 
for Jack's sharp kisses. "All of me is very fond of your 
mouth. God, | love your mouth. | love the way you kiss me, 
the way you lick and suck and bite..." 

Jack worked his way down, over collarbones and shoulders, 
pushing Ricky's arms up to get at the tender undersides of 
his biceps. When he finally got to the nipple rings that had 
set everything off the first time, he growled and sucked and 
gently bit at Ricky's nipples. Ricky just let Jack have him. 

It felt so good to be with Jack again, and Ricky was so 
pleased that Jack was enjoying his surprise. Jack licked and 
sucked and fingered him to arousal and orgasm over and 
over again that night, and again the next morning. It was 
hours of pure indulgence, exactly what they'd both needed 
after so long, before they went out to brave another day of 
Pride events. They were together again, and now it felt like 


the summer could begin at last. 


Slow Bloom - 415 
C hapter Fifteen 
There was something Ricky needed to do, something he'd 


known he needed to do since after Jack's birthday when 
he'd 


told Jase how much Jack meant to him. He'd been building 
up to really doing it since Pride. Knowing it was coming, 
that it had to be done, didn't make doing it any easier. 
He'd gone out for a birthday lunch with his parents, so he 
could go out with his friends for dinner. But he wasn't going 
out with his friends. He was going out with Jack. 

He was in love with Jack. He loved Jack. He'd been dating 
Jack -- or something like it -- for more than a year now, and 
he was tired of hiding it from his parents. From everyone, 
but especially from his parents. His daddy had said they 
wanted to know if Ricky was seeing anyone important, and 
Ricky had lied through his teeth -- omissions and 
misdirections more than outright lies -- about it. 

He felt guilty. And frustrated with himself. 


So he was going to tell them. His twentieth birthday was as 


good atime as any, and better than most. He wasn't a 
teenager anymore, and he was going out with Jack tonight. 
They deserved to know the truth, and he deserved to be 
honest with them. 

It took him hours after they got back from lunch to work up 
to it. Ricky packed his bag for his night out with 'friends' and 
with every piece of clothing, every item that went into his 
bag, he built himself up a little closer to being ready. 


Finally, his bag was packed and there were no more 
excuses. 


Ricky slung his bag over his shoulder and headed down the 
stairs to find his parents. 

Reggie and Suzanne were in the family room as they usually 
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were on Sundays. Suzanne was always particular about 
Reggie taking some time away from his work, which could 
be interminable, to spend with her and with Ricky. She did, 
however, tolerate sports being on the television if they 
weren't doing anything else. Reggie was watching golf and 


half-heartedly doing a crossword puzzle -- or rather, 


Suzanne was leaning over and telling him what to fill in 


when she grew impatient with his lack of attentiveness -- 
and 


Suzanne was knitting a baby blanket for a co-worker. 
Suzanne looked up when she caught sight of Ricky in the 
doorway. "Hi, sweetie." She took in the bag and frowned a 
little. "Planning on being out overnight?" 

"Yeah." Ricky dropped his bag over by the door and came to 
sit down in the living room. "I figured I'm probably going to 
be out late anyway. | might as well just stay all night." He 


could have just left it at that, but he knew he'd be 
chickening 


out, and it would take him days or weeks -- or longer -- to 
get up the courage to do this, if he didn't do it now. "I 
actually wanted to talk to you about that, kind of. About 
where I'm going tonight." 

Reggie put down his pen and pulled his glasses off, tucking 
them in his pocket. "Sure thing, kiddo. What's up?" 
Suzanne frowned a little more. "You said you were going 
out with your friends, right?" 


"Yeah." Ricky leaned forward, resting his elbows on his 


knees. He had to come at this from a different angle. "Dad 
said | should, you know, tell you guys if | was dating 
anybody important. And | haven't really mentioned anyone 
I've been seeing because, like | told Dad, there wasn't really 
anyone at school | was serious about." He swallowed hard, 
feeling the tension and nervousness knot up in his belly. 
"But... there is someone here." 
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Suzanne smiled at that and put her knitting aside. "Oh, 
sweetie. That's lovely. Who is it?" 

Ricky swallowed again and then took a breath, hoping for 
his voice to come out steady. "Jack." 

"What?" Suzanne's expression went from pleased to 
something... it wasn't even angry. It was something 
professional and cold and hard. "Jack Corson? Ricky, he has 
no business with you, the man is fifty. This is unacceptable. 
You're going nowhere tonight." Reggie just looked stunned, 
opening his mouth to say something and closing it without a 
word, rubbing at the back of his neck as though he could 


massage reality back into place. 


"He's forty-nine. And I'm twenty. | know it's a big 
difference, but..." Ricky had to fix this. Maybe he shouldn't 
have said anything at all. Shit. "It works for us. We have fun 


together. He's... he's smart, and he's funny, and he's good 
to 


me." 
"Good to you, Ricky, taking advantage of you is not 'good 


for you.'" Suzanne turned to Reggie, her eyes like stone 
even 


when her expression grew pained. "We trusted that man. 
You trusted that man," she said to Reggie before turning 
back to Ricky. "And what did he do? Ricky, sweetie, 
whatever happened between you was wrong. Compared to 
him, you're a little boy, a child. How long has this gone on?" 
"He didn't do anything." The sick feeling in Ricky's stomach 
was only getting worse. "I went after him, not the other way 
around. And nothing about our relationship is wrong. He is 
good for me. I'm not a child. I'm in love with him." The first 


time he said it out loud, and it was in a conversation like 
this, 


defending his relationship with Jack rather than celebrating 


it. Ironic, in a way. 


"When?" Suzanne got up and came over, putting her hand 
on 
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Ricky's and crouching down to look at him. "Sweetie. When 
did it start? Was it... how many times have you told us you 
were with friends that you were with him, how far back? It's 
not love, Ricky. He's taking advantage of you. Mom needs 
to know how long it's been going on. You won't be in 
trouble, baby. | just need to know what to do for you. Just 
because you're old enough now doesn't mean it was right 
when it started." 

"Mom." Ricky shook off her hands, horrified by what she 
was saying, what she was implying about Jack. "Jesus. I'm 
not one of your case files. | was old enough when it started, 


too. | was almost nineteen. It's only been a year, and it 
wasn't 


even... it wasn't serious, when we started seeing each other. 
God, do you really think he's like that?" 
“There are a lot of people who are." Suzanne's voice was 


uncannily calm. "And it's okay if you're angry at me, 


sweetie. I'm not angry at you. | just want the truth." 

"Suzie." Reggie got up and came over to put his hand on his 
wife's shoulder; his expression was calm but kind, and he 
gave Ricky a little smile. "If Ricky says it's since last year, 
then | believe him." 

"He's been lying to us for at least a year by his own 
admission. Don't 'Suzie' me." Suzanne shook her husband's 
hand off and turned back to Ricky. "I don't know what 
you're going to say to try and defend him, but it's normal to 
want to protect him. | know that. It's okay, but it has to stop 
now. Did he convince you that you're gay?" 

Ricky flinched. He didn't know if he should be hurt, or 
angry. Or both. "Do you really--? Mom. You don't... 
Obviously, | should've kept lying. | thought you'd want me 
to be honest with you, but all you're doing is telling me that 
me being gay is so horrible that the only way it makes sense 
is if | was abused?" 
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“That's not what I'm saying, honey. I'm just saying that this 


isn't right, and | want to know what happened." 


Suzanne was going to say something else, but Reggie got 
her by the shoulders and started to draw her away from 
Ricky. "Suzie, honey. Ricky's a smart kid. He would have 
told us if anything was wrong," he said gently. "And I think 
he's telling us the truth right now. Nothing happened while 
he was underage." 

Suzanne jerked away from Reggie and turned on him. 
"There is a vast difference between legal and ethical, 
Reggie," she snapped, gesturing furiously as she shouted at 
her husband. "This is your home, not a courtroom, damn it. 
You tell me that the idea of that old man touching your little 
boy isn't wrong!" 

Reggie looked at Ricky, then back at his wife, his expression 
serious and sad. "He's not a little boy, Suzie. | may not like 
it, but I'm not convinced it's wrong. | trust Ricky." 

Ricky stood up, shaking a little, and said, "It's not wrong. 
He's not hurting me. He... Jack hasn't pushed me into 
anything. He doesn't pressure me. Mom. Dad. | went to him. 
He didn't seduce me, or trap me, or whatever else you're 


thinking." Ricky was trying so hard to be reasonable, to 


think about things calmly and to try to see it from their 
perspective. "There's nothing wrong with me, or with my 
relationship with Jack. | love him." 

"He has had access to you since you were eight years old, 
Ricky." Suzanne was almost in tears now, her professional 
veneer cracking. "You start working for him last summer 


and you come home from a night at his house and you tell 
us 


you're gay. How do we know he didn't hurt you? Then you 
tell us that you're in love with him, all conveniently timed. 
You are not ever going to convince me that that man did not 
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interfere with you or influence you somehow. I have seen it 
too many times. You are going nowhere tonight." 

She turned on her husband again then. "And you, I don't 
care about legal, | watch your damned laws let children 


down again and again. | don't care if he was actually 
eighteen 


when something happened. That's an arbitrary line that has 
nothing to do with whether or not someone's ready to make 


those choices. He doesn't see that man again, ever, and 


you're on my side here, or you can leave." 

"Jack had nothing to do with me getting hurt, and I'm not 
going to stop seeing him." All Ricky's calm went out the 
window. "Since | was eight? | can't believe you'd say that, 
that you'd even think it. Jack isn't a pedophile. God, it's not 
like he's the first guy | ever had sex with, or even the 
second!" 

"| believe you," Reggie said to him, his voice firm and 
unruffled. "Suzanne, Jack's been our neighbor for years, and 
| trust him. | trust Ricky; he's been a happy, normal boy all 
his life, gliding through troubles that break other children." 
He held up his hand as his wife started to speak, his 
expression uncharacteristically stern. "We're good parents. 
He's a good son, and he's a good man now. He deserves to 
be trusted here." 

Suzanne reached for words, looking more stunned now than 
before. "It's not him | don't trust." Now she did burst into 
tears, looking helplessly at her son. "He's... how can you 
just..." She turned back to Reggie. "Then I'll leave, because | 


can't stay here and watch this." She fled the room and her 


feet sounded on the stairs going up. 

"Ricky..." Reggie turned to Ricky instead of following her, 
holding out his hand. "Honey... I'm sorry." He didn't try to 
defend Suzanne, or apologize for her. He just looked sad and 
worried. 
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Ricky blinked back tears of his own, watching his mother 
run away from him. "Me, too," he said softly, turning back 
to his dad. "I should... | should go. So she can... I'm sorry." 
"She'll calm down." Reggie put a tentative hand on his 
shoulder. "She's just scared she failed you. She sees a lot of 
bad things; we've never seen eye to eye on giving you your 
freedoms. You can go if you need to breathe, but | want you 
to come home again, you understand? This is your home, 
and your mother having a hard time is not your fault." 

The touch slipped in past Ricky's defenses, drawing him in. 
He stepped closer to his dad, instinctively seeking out 
comfort. "I just wanted to tell you the truth. | didn't mean 
to... | just wanted you to know. Because it's important. He's 


important. I'm sorry." 


Reggie pulled Ricky in for a hug. "I know, honey," he said 
gently. He was still taller than Ricky, taller than Jack, even, 
and gangly to the point of being awkward, but his embrace 
was solid. "I guess | wondered a little last summer, and then 
put it out of my head because nothing came of it. Don't be 
sorry. You didn't do anything wrong. We love you. We can 
talk about things later, but all that matters right now is that 
we love you and we're all going to be okay. | promise." 
"Thank you, Daddy." Ricky relaxed against his dad, letting 
himself be held. After a few minutes, he pulled away and bit 
his lip. "I'm going to go. | have my phone. I'll... I'll be okay. 
Just... take care of Mom, okay? She..." Ricky looked over at 
the stairs, tears welling up in his eyes all over again. "Tell 
her I'm sorry." 

"Don't you worry about us." Reggie patted Ricky's 
shoulders. "You're going over to Jack's now?" 

God, Ricky had no idea what to say to Jack, after all of this. 
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"Yeah. | should." He stepped away, heading for the door, 


for his bag, for escape. "If I'm not there, I'll probably call 


Zach or something. I'll be okay." 

"I want to know you'll be with someone who can take care 
of you right now," Reggie said gently. He crossed his arms 
over his chest and watched Ricky, but didn't try to stop him. 
"If you're not with Jack, will you let me know where you 
are? You can text my phone if you prefer." 

Ricky took a slow breath, nodding, his hand already on the 
doorknob. "Okay." He looked over his shoulder at his dad, 
meeting his dad's eyes. "I'll call, or text you, if | don't stay 
with Jack." He gave his dad a hesitant, sad smile. "Thanks." 
Reggie stopped him with a hand on his shoulder before he 
could escape. "This is your home," he said firmly, once he 
had Ricky's attention. His expression was serious and 


determined; nothing got in his way when he got that look 
on. 


"No matter where you go or who you run to. You remember 
that. You'll always come first. Understand?" 

Ricky relaxed under his dad's touch, nodding again. "I 
understand." It didn’t much feel like his home, right now, 


but he appreciated his dad’s reminder. He gave his dad 


another little smile, this one slightly less tense. "Thank you, 
Daddy. I'll... I'll see you later, okay?" 

"You will." Reggie made it clear he wasn't going to have it 
any other way. "We love you." He let Ricky go then, 
standing in the doorway and watching him as he left. 

For the first time, Ricky didn't walk around the block or hide 
where he was going. He just walked across the street, 
straight to Jack's door. It wasn't like it mattered now. He'd 
already told his parents, and ruined everything. He climbed 


the steps and rang the doorbell, trying to take slow breaths 
to 


keep himself calm, to keep from crying or doing anything 
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else that would make things worse than they already were. 
Jack pulled the door open and stepped back to let Ricky in. 
"Baby, what's wrong?" 

Ricky just stood there for a moment. He didn't know what to 
say. Finally, he forced himself to move, to step inside. "I'm... 
I'll be okay. | just--" Ricky scrubbed his free hand over his 


face. "Can | take a shower?" 


"Okay." Jack closed the door and didn't ask any questions. 
“Come on upstairs." He waited for Ricky to start moving 
before he followed. "Do you need a drink?" 

Just the thought of eating or drinking anything made Ricky's 
stomach roll. He shuddered and shook his head. "No. Thank 
you. Just-- just the shower." He got to the top of the stairs 
and hesitated, then headed toward the bathroom. He'd be 
okay once he got clean. He would. He just felt so dirty right 
now. 

Jack followed him as far as the door to the bathroom, which 


was much the way it had been last time, white and crisp 
and 


clean. The same curtain arrangement hung from the ceiling, 
ready to be pulled around the tub, and the rain shower head 


with the pipes and taps leading to it was the same. The 
same 


white chair sat near the tub, the one Jack had sat on to 
wash 


his back that night. "What bathrobe do you want?" Jack's 
voice was gentle. "The white one? Or do you want mine?" 


Neither were in sight, they were probably on the back of the 


bedroom door, as they always were. 

"I..." Ricky dropped his bag on the floor and turned around 
to face Jack. "Can | use yours?" Jack's robe would smell like 
Jack. 

"Of course, baby." Jack's expression was tender and 
concerned. "I'll bring it in through the other way." He 
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stepped back and closed the door to the hall. A moment 
later, 


he knocked on the other door. 

Ricky hadn't managed to move, to turn on the shower or 
anything. The knock startled him and he had to look at the 
door for a moment before he could remember what it was 
about. He opened up the door and there was Jack. Jack was 
so good to him. How could his mother think--? Ricky 
gagged a little and scrubbed both hands over his face. 
"Thank you," he managed. "I'm sorry. Thank you." 

"It's okay, baby." Jack's voice was steady and he still didn't 
try to touch. "Whatever happened, it's okay, understand? 


You're going to be fine. Do you want me to help you with 


the shower?" He had the robe in one hand and he was 
waiting patiently, not trying to come in even if it was his 
bathroom in his house. 

Ricky started to nod, and then realized what he was doing 
and shook his head instead. "No. Thank you. I'll just... | just 
want to get clean." He didn't want to touch Jack while he felt 
so dirty, like it would somehow bleed over onto Jack. He 


held out his hand, carefully, hoping it was steady, to take 
the 


robe. 

"I'm going to leave this door open a little. I'm going to be 
right here in the bedroom." Jack handed the robe over but 
didn't let go right away. "Ricky. Sweetheart.” He waited until 
Ricky was looking at him. “I love you, baby. It's going to be 
all right." 


| love you. Ricky let the tension on the robe guide him in 
and 


he rested his forehead against Jack's chest, just breathing 
for 


a moment. "I love you, too. I'm sorry." He'd screwed things 


up so badly. He shouldn't have said anything. 


"Don't be sorry." Jack stroked Ricky's hair and down his 
back, slowly, not holding him in, just keeping his grip on the 
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robe with one hand and touching with the other. "We'll 
manage, whatever happened." He kissed Ricky's temple 
lightly. "Just let me help you, baby. Please." 

"| screwed up." Ricky didn't know what else to say. He'd 
screwed up so badly. There wasn't anything Jack could do to 
help. It was probably better for Jack to get as far away from 
Ricky as possible, so Ricky's mother wouldn't try to get him 
in trouble. Ricky knew his mother was just worried about 
him, trying to protect him, but he couldn't understand why 
she wouldn't believe him and he couldn't help feeling 
betrayed by how she'd reacted. 


"It happens. I've done it, too." Jack let go of the robe and put 
his arms around Ricky. "Maybe it just needs a little time. 


Sometimes that helps." 
"Maybe." Ricky hoped Jack was right. Jack deserved to 
know what he'd done, so Ricky swallowed hard and said, "I 


told my parents. My mother is pretty... she's upset." 


"I can see that," Jack said, still calm. "It's okay that you told 
them, if you were ready to do it. | never wanted you to feel 


you had to hide this from anyone." Jack kissed his temple 
again. "I'm glad they know." 

"| didn't want to lie to them anymore. | wanted... | wanted 
them to know. Because I'm in love with you." Ricky kept his 
head ducked down against Jack's chest, just breathing in 
Jack's smell and soaking up his warmth. 

Jack pressed his cheek to Ricky's hair and held onto him. 
"Oh. Baby. | do love you." He sighed, as though some 
weight were off him. "It'll all be fine. | promise." He would 
make it fine, one way or another; Ricky wanted to believe it 
so badly. 

Ricky was still holding tight to the robe. His other hand was 
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hanging limp until he brought it up to touch Jack's chest. He 
could feel Jack's heartbeat through his skin. "She said... | 
know she's just worried about me, and she sees a lot of 
really horrible things at work, but... | just feel so dirty.” 


"Okay.” Jack stroked Ricky's hair. "Whatever she said, she 


was upset," he said calmly. "You're right; she sees the worst 
of things, and she's scared for you. You can tell me about it, 
if you want to. You don't have to hold it inside. | don't want 
you carrying it around alone." 

Ricky swallowed hard and shook his head. "I don't want... 
She was talking about when | was eight. | told her... She 
wouldn't listen to me. She kept saying that | had to tell her 
the truth, but she wouldn't listen. She thinks... | should've 
told them about me a long time ago. She thinks you 
convinced me to be gay, or something. Like that's the only 
way | could..." 

Jack rocked him gently and ducked his head to kiss Ricky on 
the cheek. "She was wrong to Say it, baby. | know why she 
did, but she was wrong. Oh, God. Baby." He kissed Ricky's 
cheek again and this time his voice shook when he spoke. "I 
am so sorry. My sweetheart. My poor sweetheart. That was 
terrible for her to say to you." 

"I'm sorry." Ricky shook his head against Jack's chest. "I 
shouldn't have told them. It was... I'm sorry." He should've 


kept his mouth shut, and then his mother wouldn't be angry, 


and his father wouldn't be sad, and Jack wouldn't be upset, 
and everything would be okay. 

"No, you were right to tell them." Jack picked him up, 
scooping him up easily in strong arms, and carried him to sit 
on the chair near the tub. He cradled Ricky against him, 
wrapping his arms around Ricky like he was trying to shield 
Ricky from something. "I love you. Please, don't be sorry. 
I'm not sorry." He kissed Ricky's hair. "What did your father 
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have to say?" 

"He was... he trusts me, he said." Ricky sighed and curled 
up against Jack. "He said it would be okay. He knows I'm 
here. He wanted to make sure... to make sure | was with 
someone who could take care of me." 

"Let him talk to your mother, let her calm down," Jack said, 
relaxing a little. "Your mother doesn't have to like me, I'm 


okay with that. | just don't want things to be too hard on 
you. 


Maybe you'll get a chance to talk about it all again, when 


things are calmer. I'll be there with you if you need me." 


"Maybe." Ricky closed his eyes and let the warmth of Jack's 
body comfort him, soothe him. "She said she was leaving, 
but | think... | think now that I'm not there, maybe she'll talk 
to Daddy, maybe they'll... Well. Maybe she won't leave." 
"Everyone has their painful points," Jack said, still rocking 
him a little. "Why don't you have a shower or a bath, 
sweetheart? Try and relax, I'll mix you a drink and rub your 
back if you like." 

"| want to take a shower," Ricky murmured, nodding against 
Jack's shoulder. He turned his face in against Jack's chest 
and took a deep breath. "I want to... | don't want to feel like 
this anymore." 

"You won't feel like this always. Breathe, wash, let me hold 
you after, and it'll start to fade. | don't want you to miss the 
most important part in all this, though, the really important 


thing from today that's going to last longer than anything 
else 


that's happened." Jack shifted and put a finger under Ricky's 
chin, tilting it up so they could look at each other. "I love 


you, Ricky Talbot. And you love me, too." 


Oh. Ricky met Jack's eyes and let himself smile a little. "I do. 
| love you, Jack." He got one hand up to cup Jack's cheek 
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and leaned in to press a whisper-light kiss to Jack's lips. Jack 
loved him. 

Jack kissed him back, just as lightly. "Hold on to that. 
Because it's not going away." He pulled back to look at 
Ricky's face again, his expression tender. "Now you have 
that shower, and wrap up in my robe, and go get in bed, 
okay, sweetheart?" 

"Okay." Ricky was still holding the robe, pressed between 
his body and Jack's. "Okay." He took another deep breath, 
and then wriggled around until he could stand up. "I'll... 
Thank you, Jack." 

Jack stood up, too. "You don't need to thank me, but you're 
welcome." He kissed Ricky on the cheek. "I'll be nearby if 
you need me." He stepped back, his expression still worried 
but calm. 

Ricky nodded. He still felt all tied up in knots inside, but 


Jack loved him, and he was here with Jack and, somehow, 


that made everything seem a little less ruined. "Okay." 

KKK 
Jack left Ricky then, leaving both doors ajar enough so he 
could hear if Ricky needed him, and went downstairs to the 


bar, where he poured himself a double scotch, tossed it 
back, 


and repeated the process. Wisdom told him to stop there, 
and 


he put his face in his hands, leaning on the bar, and tried to 
breathe. 

Fuck wisdom. He poured himself a third drink and flipped 
open the humidor to grab a cigar. He wasn't any calmer by 


the time he lit the cigar, but his stomach was on fire from 
the 


scotch, a welcome heat, and the cigar would cover how 
much he'd been drinking. 
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He poured himself one last glass and took it back upstairs 
with him. He cracked open a window in his study and 
slouched in his chair, staring blankly, while he smoked and 


forced himself to go slowly with the last glass of scotch. It 


would be okay. He would be fine. There were places he 
could go if he had to. He was worried about his boy. His 
boy. His man. The one he loved. He'd never intended for it 
to come out like this, but he'd needed to say it right then. 
Inside, he was twisted up between grief and rage, but he 
needed to stay calm for Ricky. He thought his chest was 
going to break open from trying to keep it all in. He would 
make it fine, one way or another. Reggie's trust counted for 
something. Jack was sure Reggie wanted things to be good 
for Ricky as much as Jack did. That included Suzanne Talbot 
not branding Jack a pedophile in public. 

He could deal with Ricky's mother's accusations if they 
lasted; a very good lawyer would make sure there were no 


legal issues there. If she destroyed his reputation, he'd 
cope. 


He had savings if his sales tanked, he could write under a 
pseudonym, he could move; he'd been a recluse before, he 
could do it again. He'd survive. He was worried for Ricky. 
The sudden quiet when the shower shut off startled Jack out 


of his haze. He sat upright in his chair, listening, before he 


realized that he was hearing the absence of noise. If Ricky 
didn't return to his parents, Jack knew, he would need a 
place to go. Jack only hoped Ricky would decide to come to 
him. Not just for a day, but for as long as necessary. 

Jack had said he was ready to stop being alone. He'd just 
never thought it would come about this way. Still. He 
pushed himself to his feet and picked up cigar, ashtray, and 
scotch. One didn't always get to choose the shape of things. 
He was ready for it. This was what he'd wanted. 

lronically, he hoped he didn't get it, that Ricky would go 
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home. The twists served him right for living a complicated 
life. He just didn't want things to be so complicated for 
Ricky. He tapped on his own bedroom door and pushed it 
open slowly before stepping in. It wasn't fair. 

"Hey," he said softly. He didn't come in further; he had been 
so good about giving Ricky his space. "Can | get you 
anything?" 


Ricky looked better: still wide-eyed and hurt, but not so 
pale. 


He came to Jack, wrapped up in Jack's robe, hugging 
himself. "Did you still want to go to dinner later? | could get 
dressed." 

"Anything you want." Jack bent to kiss him on the mouth. 
"We can stay in if you like. | don't want to stress you more. 
But you know | love to take you out." It was Ricky's 


birthday; Jack wanted to make the most of it and to take 
care 


of his boy. 

“How much time do I have?" Ricky mustered up a little 
smile and straightened his shoulders. Jack was so proud of 
him. "I do like going out with you." 

"All the time you want. Our reservations are a few hours off, 
but | can always move them." Jack reached out and put a 
hand on Ricky's hip. "Do you want to get in bed for a while? 
| could make you a cup of tea or get you that drink." 

"Bed sounds good," Ricky admitted. "And... Maybe just 
some tea." 

"Come on." Jack stepped around him to put the scotch and 


ashtray and cigar down on the bedside table. He tugged the 


covers back a little more and patted the sheets. "It wasn't 
like 


| wasn't planning to get you to help me break this in before 
dinner anyway." He gave Ricky a mischievous grin, hoping 
to make him smile, at least. 
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Ricky laughed a little and crawled into the bed, still all 
wrapped up in Jack's soft robe. "Breaking in a new bed is a 
very important job," he teased, propping himself up against 
the headboard. 

"Well, you're the only man to do it." Jack tucked him in and 
sat down on the edge of the bed, leaning in to kiss him. 
"Don't know anyone | trust to do quite as good a job." 

That made Ricky smile, a real smile. He reached out to curl 
his hand around the back of Jack's neck, holding him close 


for soft kisses. No matter what else had happened today, 
this 


felt good. Jack kissed him for a while, just taking it easy, and 
then he pulled back. 
"I'll go make your tea," he said. He straightened up and got 


his cigar, tapping the ash off of it so he could take it with 


him. He offered it to Ricky, first, in case he wanted it 


instead. Sometimes, a little smoking and scotch was good 
for 


the soul, especially when a man was mad at his parents. 
Ricky shook his head. "Thanks," he said, snuggling further 
down into the blankets. He watched Jack walk out to get the 
tea, all sweet and snug and safe. 

Jack tried not to obsess while he waited for the kettle to boil. 
He made himself breathe, closing his eyes and rubbing a 
hand over his face, willing his stomach to settle. Suzanne 
was a social worker. She should know better than to make 


that kind of accusation. That was what made it all even 
more 


baffling. Jack hadn't expected the Talbots to welcome him 


with open arms, but he'd expected the same calm, 
analytical 


assessment of the situation that ultimately seemed to win 
out, 


no matter how much of a worrier Suzanne was on the 
surface. 


Jack had been accused of a number of things in his life, but 
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the idea that he could hurt anyone that way was more 
painful 


than he'd imagined. No matter how he tried to be rational, 
the 


pain came back. 

He had vague memories of a handful of shrieking, leggy, 
madcap children racing around the street now and again; 
when he saw them at Halloween, there was no way to tell 
them apart in their costumes. He'd never paid them much 
mind except to tell them to stop climbing his back fence 
when they were playing at soldiers. But he'd have shot 
anyone who looked at one of them wrong, even himself. The 
idea was horrifying. 

Since the beginning, he'd been cautious, not for himself, but 


for Ricky. He'd had his doubts, but he'd never questioned 
the 


actual ethics of what they'd done. It was legal, and he'd 
taken 


care to make sure that it was good for Ricky, that nothing in 


Ricky's life suffered for it. Now, Ricky was suffering, and it 
was too late for Jack to turn away. There was no way to go 
but forward. 

The kettle whistled and Jack poured boiling water into the 


teapot, making the steel tea-ball jangle against the side. 
The 


smell of the tea reminded him of his mother, of having tea 
with her when he was a boy. Some things lasted forever. He 
wondered what on earth his parents would make of Ricky. 
Maybe one day, he'd find out. 


That thought startled Jack and he put the teapot down on 
the 


tray before he dropped it, then got out the milk and sugar. 
He'd shared everything else with Ricky, though. Maybe 
some day, before it was too late, they'd go visit Jack's 
parents. Jack just hoped that being exiled by one's own 
family wasn't something they ended up having in common. 
He carried the tea tray back to his bedroom, letting himself 
enjoy the feeling of domesticity a little, under his worry. He 
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pushed the door open and was about to ask Ricky if he 


should have brought lemon for their tea when he stopped. 
Ricky was curled up on his side, asleep. 

Baby. Sweetheart. Jack was glad to see Ricky sleeping; the 
sight about melted Jack where he stood. He set the tea tray 
down beside the bed and stood there watching his lover 
Sleep. Ricky could have been forty and that wouldn't have 
stopped him from being Jack's baby. Hell, he could have 
been sixty and he'd have been Jack's baby. It wasn't his age, 
it was just how it was between them. 

Jack got a book and his scotch and his ashtray and went 
around to 'his' side of the bed. He stripped down to his 


boxers, hung his slacks over the footboard, and then 
crawled 


in. Settled back in the pillows, he had one hand for Ricky 
and one to juggle his drink and cigar and book, and that 
suited him just fine. He was happy to make do. As breaking 
in the bed went, this wasn't what he'd planned, but, again, it 
suited his heart just fine. 


KKK 


Eventually, Ricky woke up again. He'd managed to tuck 


himself up against Jack's side, nuzzling up against the 
warmth and solid, familiar comfort of Jack's body. When 
he'd fallen asleep, Jack hadn't been there, but now Jack was 
right where Ricky wanted him. Solid and warm and perfect. 
Ricky remembered everything in a rush: the horrible 
conversation with his parents, the tentative and then more 
confident comfort and reassurance from his father, the 
declaration of love from Jack. "I love you," Ricky whispered 
without opening his eyes, like an experiment to see if it was 
real. 

Jack's hand touched his hair and Jack was smiling, it 
sounded like he was smiling, when he said, "I love you, too, 
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baby." Jack rubbed Ricky’s back between his shoulder 
blades. "Have a good sleep?" He was right there, mostly 
bare, his book discarded on his lap now that Ricky was 
waking up. 

"Yeah. | didn't mean to..." Ricky moved in enough that he 


could rub his face against Jack's chest, muffling a little 
yawn. 


"to fall asleep." He'd felt stripped bare and drained, but he 
was feeling better now. 


Jack laughed and put his book aside, then wrapped Ricky up 
in a hug. "You were worn out." He kissed the top of Ricky's 
head. "I'm glad you slept." He sighed heavily, snuggling 
Ricky close as Ricky looked around a little. 

The bedroom had changed. Jack's desk was gone and the 


new bed was the centerpiece of the room. The bed was 
huge, 


with a curved leather headboard and high footboard. At the 
foot of the bed was a built-in bench with leather upholstery, 
perfect for sitting on while dressing or, possibly, kneeling on 
while being fucked. A pair of mirrored wardrobes and a 
standing mirror between them gave a view of the bed from 
three different angles. 

The shelves were no longer crammed with research and 


random papers, but held a selection of books and 
keepsakes. 


Where Jack's desk had been was a little salon-style sitting 
area with chaise and large chairs and lamps. The dark rug in 


front of the little woodstove that had been installed to warm 


the room was an animal skin, probably something Jack had 
hunted down himself. The ancient filing cabinets were gone. 


Before, the room had been Jack's den, the clutter kept at 
bay 


by the housekeeper's constant battle against it. Now, it 


looked like something that could be shared, something 
meant 


for two. The layers of curtains over the windows, heavy 
velvet over white cotton, were drawn to cast the room into a 
peaceful night even if the sun was still up, a sanctuary that 
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nothing could penetrate. 

Ricky tipped his head back, seeking out Jack's mouth for a 
proper kiss. It was worth it, all of it was worth it, as long as 
he hadn't ruined this. He had Jack; he'd deal with everything 
else later. Jack kissed him, giving him everything he asked 
for, holding him close. 

Jack slid a hand into his hair and kissed him, then pulled 
back a little to look at him, his brow creased with a slight 


frown. "No matter what happens, between us or anyone 


else," he said seriously, "I'm going to make sure you're 
taken 


care of as much as you need, understand? It will make me a 
happy man to do it." 

"Jack..." Ricky bit his lip. Jack didn't need to do any of that. 
Ricky's father wouldn't stop supporting him, and Ricky's 
athletic scholarships paid for school, for the most part, 
anyway. He could tell that Jack meant it, though, and 
whether or not Ricky needed it, he appreciated that Jack 
would do it. "Thank you." 

"I Know you won't need it." Jack smiled at him. "But you 
should know that | will, so you don't have to worry. Not 
even a little. Not ever." He snuggled Ricky against him. 
"You'd be indulging me to let me do it. | just wanted you to 
know, for now, for the future, in case it ever crops up in 
your worries. | don't want to be the cause of any hardship." 
He kissed Ricky again, tenderly. 

Ricky sighed, and relaxed against Jack. "Thank you. | don't 
think I'll need it -- | hope | won't need it -- but thank you." 


He cupped Jack's face in his hands and kissed him, slowly 


and softly, lovingly. 

"I only ever wanted to be good for you." There was hurt 
under Jack's calm voice that he couldn't hide. "I would have 
cared for you even if we'd never been lovers. | knew what | 
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was doing the first time | let you touch me, when | came to 
get you from Somerville, when you came back... every time, 
you were more precious to me. Even if you never loved me, 
if you'd never come back after the summer, | would have 
treasured you and been your friend for the rest of my life. 
You know that, don't you?" 

"I know," Ricky said softly, petting Jack's cheeks with his 
thumbs. "You've always been so good to me. Not just..." 
Ricky gestured between them. "Not just sex. You've always 
listened to me, talked to me. | knew | could trust you when | 


called you to get me from the hospital, and everything 
you've 


done, before and since then, has just proven it more." 
"Okay." Jack nuzzled Ricky's nose with his own. "I love 


you, and have loved you, for more reasons than I can rightly 


explain." He kissed Ricky fiercely. 

Ricky pulled back from the kisses to say, "I love you, too. | 
do. I'm sorry about all of this, but it's not going to change 
how | feel about you. You've been nothing but good to me. 
Good for me." He kissed Jack again, returning those fierce, 
intense kisses. 

They kissed like that for a long time before Jack whispered, 
"| need you," against Ricky's lips. 

"Good. Good, just..." Ricky shoved the blankets away and 
crawled up over Jack to kneel over his lap. He shrugged off 


the robe, and then reached down between them to touch 
Jack 


through his boxers. "I'm all yours." He nuzzled and kissed 

along the line of Jack's jaw, slowly drawing Jack's dick out 

of the slit in his boxers and stroking lightly. "Yours." 

"Oh, fuck." Jack’s voice was unsteady as he slid his hands 

over Ricky's back and sides. "Oh, God, Ricky. Thank you." 

Ricky nibbled and bit and sucked at the side of Jack's neck 
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and this time -- this time -- people would know. He'd told the 


only people he had to hide this from, and now it didn't 
matter 


anymore. He could leave marks on Jack's body, Jack could 


mark him, and it didn't matter if anyone saw them. Ricky 
left 


bite marks and bruises down the side of Jack's neck and 
more around Jack's nipples as he slid down the bed to reach 
them. 

Jack wasn't quiet or still while he let Ricky have him, though 
he was good. He moaned and gasped and arched under 
Ricky, begging for more. By the time Ricky was bruising his 
nipples, his dick was dripping onto his boxers every time his 
hips jerked with another bite and his hands were clenching 
the pillow under his head. 

Ricky licked his way down Jack's chest, moaning softly, 

until he was on his belly between Jack's legs. He bit and 
sucked at the insides of Jack's thighs, working up to Jack's 
dick. He whined as he sucked it into his mouth, tasting 
everything, pulling it all the way in. His hips rocked against 
the bed, dragging his cock over the sheets. 


Jack almost came up off the bed when Ricky's mouth found 


his dick, shouting Ricky's name. His legs were spread wide, 
his feet sliding in the sheets and blankets, all his muscles 
taut. He was begging shamelessly, "Please, baby. Please. 
More. | need you. Fuck. | want you so much. Baby. Ricky. 
Please. Yours." 

Ricky moaned around Jack's cock, cupping Jack's balls in 


his palm through the soft fabric of the boxers and 
massaging 


them gently. He sucked at Jack's dick, fucked his mouth on 
it. He needed this just as much as Jack did, if not more. This 
was his choice. He wanted Jack -- just him, no convincing 
necessary -- and he wanted to show Jack just how much. 
Jack’s dick was streaming pre-come with every suck, his 
balls were full in Ricky’s palm. Jack made needy sounds, 
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like he was desperate to come. Ricky needed, too. He 
whimpered, begging for it with the way he whined and the 
way he fucked his mouth on Jack's cock, swallowing around 
it, moving faster and harder. 


When Jack came, he was recklessly loud, his hips 


shuddering and yearning upward as hot rushes of come 
spilled into Ricky's mouth. When the peak had passed, Jack 
was still shivering, gasping, "I love you," over and over. 
Hearing that from Jack was a rush that wouldn't fade. Ricky 
swallowed down Jack's orgasm until Jack had finally started 
to relax, and then he buried his face in the crease of Jack's 
thigh, whimpering and rocking his hips to drag his dick 
against the sheets. 

Jack buried shaky hands in Ricky's hair, murmuring, "Baby. 
Ricky..." 

Ricky managed to pull himself together enough to raise his 
head, to look up at Jack with wide eyes. He turned his head 
just a little, just enough to lick the head of Jack's softening 
cock. God, he loved the way Jack tasted. He moaned softly, 
still staring up at Jack, his hips still moving. 

Jack held out his hands, offering himself up. "Let me touch 
you?" His voice was a rough whisper. "I want you to feel 
good. You can have anything you want. Anything." 

Ricky crawled up over Jack to kiss him on the mouth. "I 


want you," he whispered, licking at Jack's lips. He wanted 


Jack. Jack's hands, Jack's mouth, Jack's body against his 
own. The way Jack touched him was always, always so 
good. 

"C'mere." Jack kissed him hard, stroking his back and sides, 


but then he patted the headboard. "Up," he murmured 
against 


Ricky's lips. "Fuck my mouth." He pushed himself up in the 
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bed a little so he'd be in the right place for it. 

The new padded headboard was softer, easier to grip than 
the last time Ricky had done this. He could imagine holding 
onto it while Jack rimmed or fucked him, and that would be 
good, too. Carefully, Ricky settled himself over Jack's chest 
and shoulders, and used one hand to guide his dick to Jack's 
mouth. "I love your mouth. I-- | love you." 

Jack kissed the tip of his cock, and then licked it, looking up 
at him. He brought a hand to his mouth then, fucking his 
mouth with the middle finger, getting it shiny-slick, and then 
Slid it between Ricky's asscheeks as he leaned forward to 


take Ricky's cock in. Jack sucked Ricky in slowly and teased 


with his fingertip, relaxing back against the headboard so 
Ricky could have him. With his other hand, he petted Ricky's 
hip and thigh, soothing and reassuring. 

Ricky gripped the headboard with both hands and looked 
down at Jack's face while he pushed in, slow and deep. 
When he pulled back again, he arched and bit his lip, trying 
to get Jack's finger inside him. 

Jack gave Ricky what he wanted, expression pure 
worshipful bliss. In the past, Jack had tried to be guarded, 
and it had showed. Now, he was open, and it was amazing 
to see. His eyes slid shut for a moment as he took Ricky in 
all the way, moaning and sucking and licking. He slid his 
finger in deep, petting inside where it felt best. 

"Oh, God. Jack." Ricky held onto the headboard and just let 
go. His hips rolled between Jack's finger and Jack's mouth, 
fucking and fucking himself on Jack. He kept his eyes on 
Jack's face, watching his dick slide into Jack's mouth, 
watching the blissfully open expression on Jack's face, 
watching the way Jack wanted him just as much as he 


wanted Jack. The pleasure built up until Ricky was crying 


out Jack's name, begging to come, moving harder and 
faster. 
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Eyes widening, Jack whimpered around Ricky’s dick, trying 
to swallow it down. He knew how to touch and twist to give 
Ricky all the sensation he could from a single finger, 
opening him, pushing into him, stroking his prostate. He 
needed Ricky to come as desperately as Ricky did and it 
showed. 

Ricky shook and shivered and when he came, it felt like it 
was torn out of him. He knelt there, his body curled over 
Jack's, arms hanging limp between his body and the 
headboard. "All yours," he breathed. 

Jack let Ricky's cock slide out of his mouth and pulled his 
finger out slowly, wiping it clean on his already-ruined 
boxers and straightening them before reaching up for Ricky. 
He was so strong, it was nothing to gather Ricky up into his 
arms and into his lap, curling himself around Ricky's body. 
"I know," he whispered, his voice rougher still for having 


his throat fucked. 


Ricky curled up against Jack, snuggling close. “Yours, 

Jack," he murmured, needing to be clear about what he was 
doing here. "Because | want to be. Because I’m in love with 
you. Not because you pushed or pressured or convinced me 


to be anything I’m not. Because | want to be here, with 
you.” 


"| know that now, Ricky." Jack sighed heavily, obviously 
relieved, and hugged him close. "I love you and | want it, 
too." 

“Then I'm a very lucky man," Ricky said, kissing one of the 
marks he'd left on Jack's neck. Having Jack in his life made 
him very lucky, indeed. 

“That makes two of us." Jack held onto him for a long time. 
After, when they were on the verge of dozing off, he glanced 
at the time on the clock across the room. "Think you can 
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manage dinner?" He kissed Ricky's hair. "I got us 
reservations out at McCready's." 


Ricky nodded against Jack's shoulder, and then sat up a 
little 


to kiss Jack on the mouth. "I think so." Sex didn't make 


everything better, but it did help remind Ricky how good 
and 


right his relationship with Jack was. It wasn't dirty or wrong, 
no matter what his mother thought. "I'd like to go out with 
you." 

"Good. | like taking you out." Jack tucked a few curls back 
behind Ricky's ear. "Being real with you. You know?" 

Ricky knew. When they were alone, it was one thing. To be 
together in public was another. "Holding your hand in the 
street, that day | took you shopping, is one of my favorite 
memories." 

"Mine, too." Ricky smiled and petted Jack's cheek with his 
fingertips. "We should do that more. Go out, and just be 
together. A lot more." Going to the Pride party with Jack last 
week had been fun, too. Just being a normal couple, out 
together. 


"We will." Jack kissed him lightly. "I'm glad we really can, 
now." No matter what Ricky's parents thought, the truth was 


out there. "Let's get dressed so we're not late. | haven't 
been 


to McCready's since | took Amanda last year. Wretched 


woman doesn't appreciate a good hamburger." He grinned 
and patted Ricky on the ass. "You, on the other hand, know 
how to eat." 

Ricky laughed and gave Jack another quick kiss, then rolled 


out of bed. He headed for the bathroom to get cleaned up 
and 


dressed. He'd brought clothes for dinner in his bag. As he 
dressed himself up in black slacks and a dark blue shirt, he 


tried not to think about whether he'd need to move the rest 
of 


his clothes, too. When he came out of the bathroom, he was 
still smiling, still looking forward to going out with Jack. 
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Jack was dressed again, in a white linen shirt and the same 


soft khaki slacks, sitting on the bench at the end of the bed 
to 


slip on a pair of low boots in worn, dull brown leather. He 
had his rings and watch on; he looked relaxed and polished 
at once. 

"Hey, beautiful." Jack smiled and got up, smoothing out his 


pants. "You up to driving?" He got a set of keys froma 


small drawer in the open wardrobe and offered them to 
Ricky. "I thought we'd take the car; | left the top down when 
| put it away." 

"Sure." Jack's car was a beautiful vintage Jaguar. Jack rarely 
drove it; usually, he used the truck. Ricky smiled and held 
his hand out for the keys. Ricky wasn't really into cars, but a 
car like that, he could definitely see why people got excited. 
It was burgundy, with cream upholstery and cherry 
woodwork on the console. Jack had definitely had custom 
work done on it. 

"Thanks." Jack put the keys in his hand, then kissed him. 
"Why don't you go get it out of the garage while | lock up 
the house?" 

"Another kiss, first," Ricky bargained. He leaned up, 
stealing his kiss without waiting for Jack to agree, and then 


he headed out of the bedroom and down the stairs. Out in 
the 


garage, he found the car just like he'd last seen it, perfectly 
polished and cared for, but with the top down like it was 


ready and waiting for such a beautiful day. Carefully, he 


backed it out of the garage and sat in the driveway, waiting 
for Jack to join him. 


Jack came out moments later, setting the security system 
and 


locking the door behind him. He had his sunglasses on and a 
couple jackets slung over one arm. He was also carrying a 
large bag with twisted handles, obviously full of gifts. As he 
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came down the steps to the car, he gave Ricky a 
mischievous 


grin. 
"Ready to go?" He kissed Ricky on the mouth as he slipped 


the bag of gifts behind the seats and draped the jackets 
over 


it. 

Ricky didn't hide his curiosity. He peeked back behind the 
seats, but the jackets were obscuring his view, so he pouted 
at Jack instead. "Ready." 

Jack laughed and slid into the passenger seat. He kissed 
Ricky on the cheek before buckling up. "You'll have to wait 


until after dinner. Let's drive, baby." 


Ricky carefully pulled out of the driveway and started them 
down the street. McCready's wasn't too far away, but it was 
far enough that people wouldn't be very likely to recognize 
Ricky. Not that that mattered anymore. Not needing to hide 
anymore felt good. 

Jack reached over, once they were driving, and put his hand 
on Ricky's thigh. He leaned back in his seat and watched 
Ricky more than the road, smiling all the while. 

McCready's didn't disappoint. It was cheerful and busy 
inside; Jack and Ricky had a booth for two in the upper area, 
by the rail where they could people-watch all they wanted. 
They had a certain amount of privacy, because the booths 


were separated by screens between the seats, but there 
was 


also a feeling of openness, so they weren't hidden away. 
Dinner was huge burgers and fat onion rings and heaps of 
French fries and a bowl of crisp salad. The tall glasses of 
creamy milkshakes with the tin cup holding the extra were 
thick and icy and indulgent. Jack talked about his trip out to 


the West Coast and visiting Amanda and her computer 


programmer husband in the wilds of suburbia. 
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Ricky talked a little about his finals at school, about his 
summer internship at his father's office, and about the 
graduation party he and the guys had thrown for Mike. 
Dinner was fun, despite any lingering worries about his 
parents. Ricky teased and laughed and fed Jack thick French 
fries from across the table. Later, there was birthday cake 
and, somehow, smears of icing ended up on both of their 
noses. 

"Okay, you." Jack pulled the bag out from under the table 
after the icing was wiped away. "You'll have to wait until 
we're home for your birthday spankings, but you can open 


these here." He put the bag on the seat beside him and 
pulled 


out two modest sized boxes. "How about you start with 


these." There was a card on one of the boxes; the front was 
a 


simple photograph of the beach on the West Coast and 
inside 


it said, 'Happy Birthday, sweetheart. | love you wherever | 


am.' 

The card brought a smile to Ricky's face. He didn't know 
when Jack had written it, but obviously, Jack had been 
thinking about him while he was away. "I love you, too," he 
murmured, as he started opening up the boxes. Inside one, 
there was a black T-shirt with kanji characters embroidered 
on the chest. Inside the other, the T-shirt was blue, with a 
waving pattern along one sleeve in a lighter shade. Both T- 
Shirts were soft, expensive, casual but elegant enough that 
Ricky could wear them almost anywhere. 

“Thank you." He smiled at Jack and folded the shirts neatly 
to put them back in their boxes. The idea that Jack had 
shopped for him while he was with Amanda, that he'd been 
thinking about Ricky and his upcoming birthday and had 
seen these things and thought they would look good on 
Ricky, was as pleasing as the gifts themselves. 

"You'll have to let me take you out, so | can see you in 
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them." Once Ricky had put the shirts away, Jack pulled out 


another box, a little larger than the T-shirt boxes. "Maybe 


this, too." 

"I'll let you take me out as often as you want," Ricky said, 
but his voice trailed off once he'd gotten the box open. His 
cheeks heated up, but it was more from the sudden surge of 
arousal than the embarrassment. Jack had bought him 
lingerie. A white slip with spaghetti straps and see-through 
lace, and a pair of matching white panties. 

"| think..." He looked up at Jack, Knowing Jack would be 
able to see how turned-on he was. "I think | might need to 
wear something over this. If you were taking me out in 
public." He'd be happy to wear it all by itself, in Jack's 
bedroom, but the translucent front panel and the length 
would probably get him arrested if he stepped outside. 
"You would. But | would know you were wearing it." Jack 
looked like he could devour Ricky on the spot, lingerie or 
not. "I like knowing. And we don't have to go out for you to 
wear it." Jack bit, then licked his lower lip, perhaps 
unconsciously. "I'm glad you like it." 

With effort, Ricky dragged his gaze from Jack's mouth. "I 


do. I..." He bit his own lip and looked around, then spotted 


what he was Searching for and smiled a little. The bathroom. 
"I'll be right back." He closed the box and took it with him, 
Slipping between tables and heading down the short hallway 
that led to the bathrooms. 

It took him a few minutes to strip down in the tiny stall and 
get the lingerie on, and once he had, he wished desperately 
for a mirror. He couldn’t step out of the stall undressed like 


this, though, so he put his pants and shirt and shoes back 
on 


over it, and tucked his briefs away in the box that the slip 
and panties had come in. 
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He looked at himself in the mirror, on his way out of the 
bathroom, but the only evidence he could see was how 
flushed his cheeks were, and how wide and dark his eyes 
were. He headed back to the table and handed the box over 
to Jack. 

Once he sat down, it was hard to stay still. The lace rubbed 
and pressed in all the right places, and just knowing what he 


was wearing was a huge turn-on. 


Jack grinned at him and tucked the box away in the bag. "I 
love you ridiculously much at this particular moment," he 
murmured. "Did | get the right size? All | could think when | 
was buying the panties was how good your hard cock would 
look through the lace cutouts, and how | could suck your 
come through them when I went down on you." 

"It fits, yeah." Ricky's voice was low, raspy like it got when 
he was on the verge of whimpering. Because he was. He 
passed over the other two boxes, the ones with the T-shirts 
inside. The way Jack was talking wasn't helping Ricky pull 
himself together at all. He managed a teasing grin, though, 
and said, "You should definitely go shopping for me more 
often." 

"Oh, | will. It's so rewarding." Jack's voice was a gravely 
purr. He tucked the boxes away and pulled out one more 
Small box. "One more. The first one | bought you, actually." 
Ricky hadn't expected anything else. He bit his lip as he 
reached over to accept the package. "You're going to make 
me feel guilty that all | got you for your birthday was a 


dress," he murmured. He didn't really feel guilty; he knew 


how much Jack had liked him in the dress. 
Ricky opened up the little box to find a braided leather 
bracelet with etched silver bindings and a black agate bead 


for a centerpiece. Jack seemed to have good instincts when 
it 
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came to buying jewelry for him. This piece was casual 
enough that Ricky would be able to wear it with anything, 
and yet still intricate and beautiful. "Thank you," he said 
softly. "Will you help me put it on?" 

"| got you for my birthday," Jack pointed out as he took the 
bracelet out of the box and opened the barrel clasp with a 
little pop. "And | got something I'd never had before. | made 
sure the new bed would be sufficient to the task for future 
evenings." He looked at Ricky from under his lashes as he 
fastened the bracelet around his wrist. 

"You can have me whenever you want me," Ricky pointed 
out. "And... you could have that again whenever you want, 
too. | liked it. A lot." His cheeks got warm all over again, 


remembering what it had been like to indulge in worshiping 


Jack's body that way. 
"| loved it." Jack closed the box and tucked it away, an 


uncharacteristic flush rising in his cheeks. "I've never 
trusted 


anyone like that before." His voice was steady, but his eyes 
were full of emotion that went with his blush, like he was 
Ricky's age just in that moment. "I bought some other 
things... for that." 

The bracelet fit well, and looked nice on the wrist opposite 
Ricky's diving watch. Ricky caught Jack's hand in his across 


the table and laced their fingers together. "I'm glad you 
trust 


me, and I'm glad you liked it. I'd never really thought about 
what it would be like to have you like that, but it was... | 
would definitely want to do it again. It was incredible. You 
were incredible.” 

Jack squeezed Ricky's hand gently, his cheeks still pink. "It 
was good to have something to share just with you," he 
admitted. "I don't mean to cast aspersions on anything else 
we've ever shared. I've loved that | could share what | know 


with you. | suppose I'm just saying that | didn't know it 
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would mean so much to me at my age to have some little 
thing left to give you." 

Ricky wanted to kiss Jack, but with the table between them, 
he had to settle for a sweet smile. "Thank you for sharing it 
with me. I'm glad that you liked it, that it's something you 
want to do again. | like everything we've done, Jack, 
everything you've given me." 

"Good to know." Jack's smile was somewhere between 
tender and mischievous. "I plan to do all that again. And 
again. If you'll let me." He didn't say anything more, just 
winked, because the waitress was coming with their bill. He 
didn't let go of Ricky's hand, either, just squeezed it again. 
Once Jack had paid and the waitress had left again, Ricky 
tugged gently on his hand. "I'll let you do all kinds of things, 


if you take me home." Wearing the lingerie and talking 
about 


sex, even in such careful terms, was definitely having an 
effect on Ricky's willingness to be out in public. 


Jack got up, bag in one hand, Ricky's hand in the other, and 


drew him up out of his seat. "Let's go home then, birthday 
boy." He leaned in, offering Ricky a chaste kiss. 

It had turned into a pretty damn good birthday, after all. 
Ricky walked down the stairs with Jack, and no one seemed 
to notice or care that they were together, holding hands and 
obviously a couple. It felt good. 
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C hapter Sixteen 

Jack drove them home and parked in the garage next to the 
old pickup, then came around to help Ricky out of his side of 
the car. The little startle and wide-eyed look Ricky gave him 
when Jack was suddenly there, offering his hand, was 
precious. It only got sweeter when Ricky blushed and slid 


his hand into Jack's as he got out. Jack gathered the bag 
with 


the gifts and slid his arm around Ricky as they went into the 
house by the kitchen door. Life was so good. 

"Did you want to try again with the tea?" Jack kissed Ricky's 
hair and then let him go so he could lock the door and reset 


the security system. 


"Tea sounds good." Jack had let go of Ricky, but Ricky 
hadn't let go of Jack. He put his hand on Jack's lower back, 
just touching, like he needed to be sure Jack was real. "I 
promise to stay awake for it, this time." 


"| didn't mind last time." Jack felt warm inside at the 
memory 


and he turned to pull Ricky in for a kiss. "I like you sleeping 
in my bed." 

Ricky smiled, slowly, like that was a pleasant surprise. "I 
like being there." He wrapped his arms around Jack and 
kissed him again, leaning up on his toes to do it. Something 
in the movement startled him -- the lingerie shifting against 
his skin -- and he gasped against Jack's lips, and then 
groaned softly. "Or we could skip the tea." 

God, the way Ricky sounded... Jack kept a grip on the bag 
of gifts so he didn't drop it and... fuck. What the hell. Jack let 
the bag fall and kissed Ricky fiercely, pushing him back 
against the pantry door and getting a hand in his hair. He'd 
caught sight of the white strap of the slip through the open 


collar of Ricky's shirt while they were getting in the car 


earlier and had almost forgotten how to drive. 
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Ricky moaned into the kiss, getting a hand on Jack's ass and 
pulling him in so that Jack could feel Ricky's erection 
through the layers of their clothes. Ricky rocked on his toes, 
dragging his cock against Jack's hip, like he was jerking off, 
except what was giving him the necessary friction wasn't his 
hand, it was the lingerie Jack had bought for him. 

"Fuck." Jack had lost the ability to be more expressive than 
that. He got a hand between them to unbutton Ricky's shirt. 
"| want to see," he muttered. 

Ricky was helpful enough, getting his shoes and belt off 
before he got distracted by rubbing his hand over his fly. "I 
want," Ricky purred, his back arching against the pantry 
door. "God, Jack..." 

"Anything." Jack got Ricky's shirt open and peeled it back, 
and it was like he was the one unwrapping a present. 


The delicate lace and satin slip had a translucent center 
panel 


from bodice to hips, and it was made to cling tight. It was 


perfect, hugging every ridge and hollow of muscle, thin 
enough that Jack could see Ricky's hard nipples and their 
rings through the satiny bodice cups. How something made 
for a woman could look so hot on a man was beyond Jack. 
He tugged Ricky's shirt off his shoulders and down to his 
elbows, trapping his arms effectively. Then, he got on his 
knees and started undoing Ricky's slacks. Oh, Christ. The 
translucent slip, even with its satin bands around the hips, 


did nothing to hide Ricky's thick erection straining at the 
lacy 


panties beneath. Jack tugged Ricky's pants to the knees and 
sat back on his heels to just look. 

Ricky looked down at Jack with his blue eyes blown dark 
and wide with desire. His cheeks were flushed and his lips 
parted on another soft moan. Ricky didn't say anything else 
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for a while, just traced his fingertips along his cock, through 
the sheer lace. 

Jack pushed the slip up Ricky's hips with his fingertips and 


leaned in to lick the head of Ricky's cock through the 
panties. 


He held Ricky there with one hand on his hip as he tongued 
and sucked the head of his cock. With the other hand, he 
fumbled his own pants open and shoved his briefs down 
enough to pull his cock and balls out. Moaning and licking 
down the shaft of Ricky's cock to mouth his balls through 


the satin, Jack tugged hard on his own balls and then 
started 


to stroke his cock. 
Ricky was making those sweet sounds Jack loved so much. 


One of his hands petted over Jack's head and the other, 
when 


Jack glanced up, was toying with one of the shiny rings 
through his nipples. 

"God, baby," Jack whispered. He moaned against Ricky's 
flesh, through the satin. "You are the prettiest thing." He 
jerked off, slow and easy, while he worshipped Ricky's cock 
and balls. He ended up tongue-bathing the waxed-smooth 
Skin along the edge of the panties, whining and sneaking his 
tongue under to lick that way. He petted between Ricky's 
thighs with his free hand, rubbing until he could feel Ricky's 


hole through the slippery fabric, nudging as though he could 


push right in just like that. 

"| like being pretty for you," Ricky said, his voice coming 
out low, with an edge of pure need. His hips were rolling in 
small, unconscious circles, rubbing his satin-covered dick 
against Jack's face. 

Jack finally couldn't wait anymore. He tugged the panties 
aside, freeing Ricky's dick, and held them there while he 
took Ricky in down to the root. He whimpered with the 
sensation of being filled up, of having his head full of 
Ricky's taste and scent, and started fucking his mouth on 
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Ricky's cock while he jerked off. As much as he wanted 
Ricky to feel good, he was lost in his own pleasure; Ricky 
was a fantasy come to life and Jack wasn't going to hold 
back. 

Ricky's noises got sharper and more pleading when Jack 
finally touched skin, but his hips stopped moving and he just 
let Jack have him. He was tugging at his nipple rings 
through the slip with both hands now, and he was looking 


down at Jack. 


Jack looked up to watch and whimpered all over again. 

Ricky looked incredible. Jack devoured Ricky and teased 
with teeth and tongue, doing everything he could to make 
Ricky come, and getting off himself on being on his knees 
for his beautiful lover. 

"Jack, fuck..." And there was that breathless, needy tone 
Jack knew so well, the one that meant Ricky wouldn't last 
much longer. Ricky shivered and then his hips were moving 
again, like he couldn't control himself anymore, and his cock 
was pulsing in Jack's mouth. 

So good. Jack let it spill over his tongue and flood his mouth 
before he swallowed it down. He sucked Ricky until his 

cock started to soften, then Jack let the panties slide back in 
place and kissed Ricky through them, moaning shamelessly. 
He'd stop himself from coming if Ricky wanted him, but 
otherwise, he had every intention of coming right here; he 
didn't want to waste the moment. 

Ricky didn't stop him, though. Ricky just got both hands on 
the back of Jack's head, petting and stroking so lightly it was 


like feathers brushing over his scalp. Ricky was moaning, 


too, soft purring sounds as Jack kissed his softening dick. 
Jack could feel the last drops of Ricky's come through the 
fabric, hot and wet on his lips. He tongued and sucked, 
Slow Bloom - 453 


drawing out the last of the taste, eyes closed, as he started 
to 


come. He caught the first splash in his free hand, jerking off 
hard and filling his palm with it. 

When Jack stopped licking his panties, Ricky slid down to 
the floor to kiss him on the mouth. Ricky licked into Jack's 
mouth and kissed him fiercely, like he was still right up on 
the edge of coming. One of Ricky's hands slid down to curl 
around Jack's cock, his fingers lacing with Jack's, and he 
helped to stroke Jack through the last of his orgasm. 

The kisses were welcome and unexpected. Jack yielded to 
them with a moan, shuddering as Ricky's touch made 
coming more intense. When he gasped for breath, he 
whispered, "I love you," against Rick's mouth. 

"| love you, too, Jack," Ricky murmured, kissing Jack's 


mouth and his cheek. He kept kissing, soft and open, all 


along Jack's jaw and down the side of his neck. "I love you." 
Jack was going to have to clean up and get his pants sorted 
out, but not now. He put his head on Ricky's shoulder and 
relaxed with a shuddering sigh. "So much, baby." This was 
what he wanted. 

Ricky drew their messy hands up to his mouth and licked 
them clean, slow and soft. He petted Jack with his other 
hand, until Jack was ready to stand up again. They gathered 
up Ricky's clothes and, with Ricky's hand in Jack's, headed 
upstairs to the bedroom. 

Jack let Ricky lead them to the bedroom, to their bedroom. It 
felt like theirs to him, though he hadn't known for sure that 
Ricky was the one who would fill the space. He closed the 
door behind them and started to undress. "You look 
incredible," he said. "The lingerie... | should have known 
you'd be irresistible in it." 
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"You have good taste," Ricky said, running his hand down 


the translucent panel along the center of the slip, all the 
way 


down to the spots that were damp from Jack's mouth and 
Ricky's come. "It feels incredible, too." 

"It looks like it was made for you." That was what was so 
magical. The clingy material, on Ricky's lithe and muscled 
frame, fit perfectly. It didn't look feminine. It looked 
beautiful. Jack hung his shirt up on a hook inside one 


wardrobe and hung his pants over the bar as he undressed. 
It 


didn't take long for him to get bare, and then he was 
padding 


toward Ricky. "I still want you," he murmured, pointing at 
the bed. He wasn't done yet. "You need your birthday 
Spankings." 

Ricky's smile was slow and hot. He turned around to walk to 
the bed, showing off his lace- and satin-framed ass with 
every step. "I've been looking forward to this all day," Ricky 
said, crawling up onto the bed on his hands and knees. 
Jack waited for Ricky to get in place, hands on the 
headboard, knees apart, and then got up on the bed beside 
him. Jack didn't speak, just kissed the curves of Ricky's ass, 


and then nuzzled in between, mouthing through the silk. 


When he was done indulging himself, he pulled back and 
ran 


a hand over Ricky's ass cheek. "Twenty?" He laid the first 
one down with a crack. 

"Nineteen, now," Ricky gasped, shivering. 

Jack didn't make him count. He gave Ricky twenty stinging 
Slaps to the ass, each one carefully placed for another little 
painful thrill. When he was done, Ricky's ass was warm and 
red, almost glowing. Jack was breathless with how pretty 
that looked. 

Ricky was whimpering by the end, but clearly not with pain. 
"You give the best birthday presents," he purred. 
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It wasn't over. Jack carefully peeled the panties down and 
put one big hand on each hot ass cheek, spreading them so 
he could lick from behind Ricky's balls to his tailbone ina 
single swipe. The best thing about having come already was 
this, getting to lavish all this attention on Ricky with no 
tension of his own. He didn't stop after the first swipe, 


settling in to lick and kiss and tease. 


That got more noises out of Ricky, low moans and whines. 
He was trying to hold still; Jack could tell by the way his 
body shivered with tension. 

"Move, baby," he murmured, kissing one ass cheek tenderly. 
Then he went back to indulging himself, driving Ricky crazy 
with his tongue and, now, his fingers sliding in and out. 

As soon as Jack slid his fingers in, Ricky was moving, his 
hips rolling, his back arching. He loved this, and it showed. 
"Oh, God," he moaned. "Jack, fuck, | love your mouth. 
Please." Jack's fingers, his mouth, his dick, it didn't seem to 
matter to Ricky, as long as Jack was touching him. 

Jack knew how to drive Ricky crazy like this, and he loved 

to do it. He licked and teased as he worked as many fingers 
in as he could, making everything slick by the time he had 
three fingers pumping in and out. He moved to kiss the 
curve of Ricky's neck, sliding his free hand under the panties 
to jerk Ricky off. "I love you." He teased Ricky's ear with 

his tongue. "So much, baby. Happy birthday." He loved 
doing it like this, letting Ricky move between his hands, 


making it all good. 


Ricky writhed, his moans and whimpers growing sharper 


and more desperate with every passing moment, until he 
was 


coming again, crying out Jack's name. 
Jack murmured happily at that, moving until Ricky was 
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pillows next to Ricky, and he held out his arms. "C'mere, 
beautiful. That was so good." 
“You're so good," Ricky countered, wriggling out of his 
sticky panties before he came over to sprawl on top of Jack. 
He raised himself up on his elbows and brushed a kiss over 
Jack's lips, then smiled down at Jack. "I love you." 
"| love you, too, birthday boy." Jack groped Ricky's bare 
ass, grinning. "You make me so happy." 
"Good." Ricky laughed and wiggled his ass in Jack's hands. 
"You deserve it." 

EK 
Jack woke up long before Ricky, spurred out of bed by the 


need to use the bathroom. When he slipped back into bed, 


Ricky rolled over with a soft sigh and snuggled into his 
arms. Jack held him and Ricky slid an arm around his neck 
to hold onto him; the gesture made Jack's heart ache with a 
bittersweet hurt. He held Ricky until Ricky fell into a far 
deeper sleep and rolled away, pushing his hips and ass up 
against Jack. God, that was good. 

Jack wanted to let him sleep, though. He kissed the nape of 
Ricky's neck, inhaling Ricky's sweetness, and then rolled 
away. Once he'd pulled on his shorts, he left the bedroom 
door open, so he could hear if Ricky woke, and padded 
downstairs to put the coffee on and make their breakfast. In 
spite of everything, he was smiling. It felt good, right, to be 
doing this. He put the coffee on and headed out front to pick 
up his paper. 


It was late, the air was already getting warm, and there was 
a 


breeze heavy with the scent of roses. Jack padded down his 


driveway. The interlocking stone under his bare feet was 
hot; 
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it was going to be a good day to be out by the pool. Ricky 


could use the swim to relax. They were just going to have to 
carry on with life as normal. He picked up his paper from 


out of the azaleas with a sigh. It was always the poor 
azaleas. 


By the time he got back up to the house, he was humming, 
in 


spite of the abuse to the azaleas. He tried to search his 
memory for who the paper boy was other than the vague 


silhouette of a knobby-kneed child whose features and 
name 


changed over the years. Lee, maybe. He never kept track, 
but 


he never forgot a Christmas tip. Still, the azaleas suffered. 
Maybe some flowers were what the kitchen needed this 
morning. Jack opened up the windows to let the air in and 
thought about breakfast. He'd start some potatoes for home 
fries and then see if Ricky wanted bacon with his eggs. The 
water was boiling, the potatoes were cleaned and cut, and 
Jack was rummaging around in the freezer to see if he had 
any cinnamon rolls to put in the oven when the doorbell 


chimed. 


"Who the fuck..." Jack turned the stove off and hurried to get 
the door before the bell rang again and woke Ricky. He 
could see a tall, thin man through the glass and knew 


immediately who it was. Taking a deep breath, he opened 
the 


door. "Reggie. What can | do for you?" 

Reggie Talbot didn't look well at all; instead he was haggard 
and worn. He was dressed casually and neatly, he was 
impeccably groomed as always, but he was pale and had 
dark circles under his eyes. "Jack. I'm sorry to bother you, 
but..." 

"Come on in." Jack stepped back to let Reggie in, feeling a 
certain amount of sympathy for him. 

Reggie came in, hands in his pockets, but stopped in the 
hallway. "Is Ricky here?" 
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"Sleeping. | was just making breakfast. He said you knew he 
was here." Jack was aware of how he must look, the 
darkened bite marks from Ricky just visible through his tan 


on his throat and chest. At least they weren't visible around 


his nipples where his chest hair hid them from view unless 
he was wet. "I put some coffee on. Come on in and have a 
cup. Did you need to talk to him?" 

"Actually, | came to talk to you." Reggie looked even more 
uncomfortable. "If you don't mind. Did Ricky..." 

"Told me enough." Jack headed for the kitchen. Reggie 
could follow him or not. He didn't look behind him; he just 
got two mugs down and poured the coffee. 

"Is he okay?" 

When Jack turned around, Reggie was standing in the 
doorway, but he went to sit down at the table when Jack 
gestured with a cup. "He wasn't in good shape when he got 
here. But he slept and we managed to get out and have 
dinner. Don't know how he is today." He put the coffee 
down in front of Reggie. "Need anything in that?" 

"No, black's good." Reggie rubbed a hand over his eyes and 
then leaned forward, elbows on the table, hands around his 
cup. "His mother sees too many difficult things." 

"I'm sure." Jack wasn't feeling particularly sympathetic. 


"To say she handled it badly would be an understatement." 


Reggie took a sip of coffee. "And whatever Ricky told you... 
| apologize for the implications. Sincerely." He looked 
pained, but he met Jack's eyes steadily. "I believe Ricky's 


account of your relationship, and | believe that it's been 
good 


for him. Suzanne is having difficulty accepting that, though 
she regrets what she said to Ricky yesterday." 
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"She should." Jack took a drink of his own coffee; he'd 
much rather be sharing it with Ricky. "He's really hurting." 
"| should have stopped her, but | was trying to work out 
what was going on and how to react." Reggie shook his 
head. "I feel sick, looking back at it. The only person I can 
ask for help fixing this is you; I'm sorry. Do you think he'll 
come home?" 

"Yes." Jack watched the tension run out of Reggie like 
someone had pulled a plug. "He doesn't want to be apart 
from his family. | don't want him to be. He deserves a better 


life than that, adrift." He knew; he'd been without his most 
of 


his life. "I was a little older than he is when | lost my 


family," Jack admitted. "My parents. My wife. | don't want 
that to happen to him." 

He watched the shock rise on Reggie's face and then fade 
into sympathy. "I'm sorry, Jack. | appreciate you wanting to 
make sure it doesn't happen to him." 

"I want him to be happy." Jack shrugged. He got up to turn 


the stove back on again so that there'd be breakfast for 
Ricky 


when he did wake up. "I'd want that no matter what 
happened to me in the past." 

"Can l..." Reggie took a drink of coffee, and then looked at 
the cup as though he wished it were stronger. "Why are you 
with him?" 

Jack turned around and leaned on the counter. He wasn't 
shocked at the question, really. "He kept coming back to 
me." He shook his head slowly. "There are many other 
reasons | don't think | need to talk about. I'm just letting 
things happen, taking his lead. | want to be good for him. 
This is just life." 
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Reggie nodded slowly. "I can accept that." 

"How's your wife?" Jack came back to get his coffee. 

"A wreck." Reggie sighed and leaned back in his chair. 
"Partly because Ricky's been dating you, partly because of 
what she said to him, the things she accused you of doing to 
him." 

"| hardly had an idea he existed until you suggested | hire 
him to keep my lawn," Jack pointed out. "The last time I'd 
spoken to him before that was when that little friend of his 
broke his arm so badly right out in my ditch." 

"Zach." Reggie nodded. "I remember that. God, they must 
have been what? Fourteen, fifteen?" He laughed and shook 
his head. "How many times did I tell them to stop doing 
those ridiculous bike tricks?" 

Jack chuckled. "How many of them were there? Four?" 
"Yep, The Four Musketeers." Reggie was still laughing 
quietly. "Ricky, Zach, Darren, and Chris." 

"One of them delivered my papers." Jack was wracking his 
brain; he was just sure it hadn't been Ricky. 


"Chris. Into the azaleas," Reggie said with a sigh. "Your 


azaleas, my magnolia." 
"Do they aim?" Jack laughed at that. 


"| swear they do." Reggie took a drink of coffee. "That was 
five years ago. Nothing to us, but for them... forever. The 


gap between childhood and manhood." 

"It's a big gap," Jack said quietly. 
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"I Knew something was going on last summer," Reggie said 
suddenly, rubbing his hands over his face again. "I had a 
feeling, but he was happy and you were tolerating it and | 
thought... especially after those little bastards beat him like 
that... | just wanted him to have something good. | mean, | 
didn't think too hard about it, | didn't know what he was 
doing, | just knew he wanted to be around you. And | was 
Okay with it. | just put it out of my head. | knew he'd tell me 
if anything went wrong. Suzanne's furious with me." 

"You didn't think to ask him about it?" Jack was a little 
Surprised at that. 

"He was a grown man, legally," Reggie said. He shook his 


head and sighed heavily. "I don't even think he should be 


prevented from drinking at his age. He always handled 
himself well. | trusted him. | didn't want to embarrass him 
about something, whatever it was, that mattered to him." 
Jack nodded. "I would have done the same," he admitted. 
kk 

Ricky woke up to an empty bed and voices downstairs. He 
vaguely remembered Jack coming back to bed, at one point, 
and snuggling up with him, but obviously Jack had gotten 

up again. Ricky went to the bathroom and brushed his teeth, 
and then pulled on Jack's plush white robe on his way out of 


the bedroom. About halfway down the stairs, he realized 
that 


the second voice belonged to his father. He couldn't quite 
make out what they were saying, but his father's presence 
was unsettling, an unwelcome piece of reality in the idyllic 
oasis of Jack's home. He stopped in the doorway, hesitating, 
not sure if he should go in. 

Jack caught sight of him in the doorway and gave him a sad, 
quiet smile. "Good morning, sweetheart." 
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Reggie, sitting with his back to the door, turned when Jack 
spoke. "Ricky..." He got to his feet. 

Ricky swallowed down his nervousness and tied the robe a 
little tighter. "Hi, Daddy," he said, but his sleepy smile was 
for Jack. He padded over to pour himself a cup of coffee, 
and then went to stand with Jack, the cup cradled in his 
hands. The whole scenario made his stomach churn, but the 
warmth of the coffee was enough to keep his hands from 
Shaking. 

Jack put an arm around him and kissed his hair. "Your dad's 
been worried about you," he said quietly. 

Reggie's expression was proof enough of that. "I wanted to 
make sure you were all right. And | need to know how we 
can fix this," he said, putting his hands in his pockets. "Your 
mom and I, that is. None of this is anything you need to fix, 
Ricky. Your mom is very upset, still, but she knows she was 
wrong yesterday." 

"I'm not going to stop seeing Jack," Ricky said quietly, 
looking back down at his coffee. "I don't... I'm not sure what 


you're looking for." He was glad his mother knew she was 


wrong. She'd called Jack a pedophile, for God's sake. But 
Ricky didn't know how to fix this any more than his father 
did. 

"Will you come home so we can talk? So your mother can 
apologize? | don't think you should stop seeing Jack until 
you want to," Reggie said firmly. 

Ricky swallowed hard. Going home to talk to his mother 
sounded like torture, right now. He nodded, though. "Yeah. 
I'll come to talk." Jack deserved for his mother to apologize 
for what she'd said, even if Jack wouldn't be there to hear it. 


"I should go now," Reggie said, looking sad. "I'm sorry for 
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hurting you. Do you know when you might make it back 
home?" 

"Would it be okay if | came after breakfast?" Ricky didn't 
want to come over before they were ready for him. They'd 
had enough surprises already, all of them. 

Reggie nodded. "Of course. I'll make sure your mother's 
ready for you." He looked like he wanted to do something, 


reach out and touch his son, but he kept his distance. "I'm 


sorry | didn't intervene sooner," he added, his voice cracking 
a little. "I was trying to work things out and... | had no 
idea..." He couldn't have dreamed his wife was going to say 
those things. 

"If I'd known she was going to be so upset, | wouldn't have 
told her like that," Ricky admitted sadly. He was still 
incredibly hurt by the things she'd said, but he recognized 
that part of it was just a result of his mother being worried 
about him. "Thank you for... thank you for coming to see 
me." 

"If I'd known, | would have done something about it a long 
time ago. Of course | came to see you." Reggie looked at 
Jack, then at Ricky. "You're my son. Everything else is 
details. | just want to try and make it up to you, to make it 
better, so you can be happy. I'll see you in a little while." He 
started toward the hall. 

Ricky turned and handed his coffee to Jack, then went after 
his dad. "Daddy, wait." He caught Reggie in the hallway 
with a hand on his arm. "I'm sorry, too," he said, stepping in 


to give Reggie a hug. "I am. | love you, Daddy." 


Reggie caught him up in a tight hug; it was nothing like 
Jack's hugs at all, it was the familiar Daddy-hug Ricky had 
known since childhood. "Don't be sorry, Ricky," he said. He 
sounded sadder and more broken than he ever had. "You 
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didn't do anything wrong. | love you, too." Reggie hugged 
him a moment longer, then let him go. "I'll see you soon." 
"Okay." Ricky let his dad walk out the door, this time. It 
would be okay, somehow. He had to believe that. He hadn't 
done anything wrong. 

Jack was behind him then, big hands on his shoulders. "I 
love you, too," he whispered in Ricky's ear, stepping close 
so Ricky could feel him there, warm and solid and 
Supportive. "Are you okay?" 

Ricky relaxed back against Jack's body, tipping his head 
back so he could see Jack's face. "I am now." His daddy still 
loved him, and Jack still loved him, and he'd go talk to his 
mother soon. He was okay. He'd be okay. 

"I'm so proud of you." Jack's expression was tender. He 


didn't look almost-fifty. He looked far younger than Reggie 


right now. "Let me make you some breakfast. | was going to 
do homefries and bacon and eggs. You up for that?" 

"Yeah." Ricky turned around to face Jack, wrapping his 

arms around Jack and resting his cheek against Jack's chest. 
"Thank you." Just Jack's presence made him feel better. 
"Whatever it's for, you're welcome." Jack cuddled him close. 
"Come on, you can sit and watch me slave over a hot stove 
for you. I'd offer to take my pants off, but I learned the hard 
way not to combine complete nudity and bacon many, many 
years ago." 

Ricky laughed softly. "I'd offer to kiss it better, but | think 


we'll both be happier if you don't get grease burns in the 
first 


place." He stepped back, but he caught Jack's hand and 
laced 


their fingers together for the short walk back into the 
kitchen. 


KKK 
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Ricky had breakfast with Jack, holding Jack’s hand while 


they ate. His stomach was tight with nervousness and 
stress, 


but he managed to eat well and drink his coffee, and then it 
was time to shower and dress. He pulled on a pair of jeans 
and, after a moment's thought, the blue T-shirt Jack had 
bought for him. He put on his new bracelet, too, and headed 
downstairs to get his shoes on. 

He got a kiss and a hug from Jack, and then he left. The 


walk across the street had never seemed so long. At the 
front 


door, Ricky hesitated. Should he just walk inside? Like the 


morning he'd come home from Jack's after getting beaten 
up 


outside the Black Cat, he settled for ringing the doorbell 
instead. His parents probably needed the warning. 

His father's footsteps sounded in the hall, running to get the 
door. "Ricky..." He opened the screen as well. "You don't 
have to... please come in." He looked as tired and worried as 
he had this morning, as he held the door for Ricky. "Mom's 
in the living room, waiting for us." 


"| thought it might be better if | didn't surprise anybody," 


Ricky said quietly, stepping inside. He tucked a curl behind 
his ear and looked toward the living room, then back at his 
dad for confirmation that he should go ahead. 

"Go on." Reggie closed the door. 

Suzanne was waiting in the living room. She was still in her 


bathrobe over a tracksuit in spite of the summer day and 
her 


hair was undone, limp and tangled. Her eyes were red- 
rimmed and swollen, her nose was red and raw, her lips 
were pale and chapped. She was wiping fresh tears from her 
cheeks with a tissue when Ricky came in. Instead of getting 
up, or speaking, she looked painfully uncertain, choking 
back a sob. 
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Ricky wasn't sure what to do, what to say, but he knew the 
moment he saw his mother that her judgment wasn't what it 


should be. She might have said terrible things, but they 
didn't 


have anything to do with reality. The feeling that went down 
to his bones, that it was right for him to be with Jack, was 


real. He was old enough to stand by that, even if she was 


upset. 

"Hi, Mom." He went to sit on the couch, a cushion away 
from her, to give her some space. 

"Are you okay?" Suzanne wiped her face again. Her hand 
was Shaking. 

"Yeah." No. Everything felt off, wrong. Ricky was okay, 
though, even if the things his mother had said to him 
yesterday were still making his skin crawl. "I'm okay, Mom. 
| had a nice birthday with Jack." He was never again going 
to pretend that Jack didn't exist in his life. 


Reggie came back in with the tea tray and put it down on 
the 


coffee table. He gave Ricky a little smile and sat down 
beside 


Suzanne, rubbing her back briefly with one hand before 
moving to pour the tea. 

"About yesterday." Suzanne's voice broke and she pulled in 
a breath, forcing herself to look at Ricky. "I'm sorry. I..." 

She shook her head as tears spilled down her cheeks. "I still 
don't like this. He's too old for you. But | never should have 


said what | did about you being gay. That was wrong. I'm 


just afraid for you." A sob escaped her and she covered her 
mouth with one hand, looking away from him. 

"| didn't need some outside influence to be gay, Mom. And 
Jack never hurt me. You made it sound like someone must 
have made me gay for me to be like this. This is the way | 
am," Ricky said quietly. "It's not true, and you can't say 
things like that. | know you know that's not how it works." 
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He could see how upset his mother was, but he couldn't let 
it 


go that easily. It hurt that she could think something like 
that, 


that she could say it. 

"I was so shocked. Last year. You started working for him, 
and then out of nowhere you were sneaking off to gay bars 
and lying and getting hurt. You could have been killed. And 
he was the one you turned to when you were hurt. Him." 
She twisted the tissue in her shaking hands, watching it 
shred as tears fell, making random dark spots on her robe 
and pants. "And... when you said you were seeing him. | 


wanted things to be different for you. | was so sure they 


would be. It was like if you'd never gone to work for him, 
you'd still be the boy I thought you were." 

Reggie reached around and took the ragged tissue from her 
even though she tried to hold onto it. He gave her a handful 
of new ones in their place and she crumpled them up again. 
"The straight boy you thought | was?" Ricky shook his 

head. "It had nothing to do with me working for him. | spent 
nine months as an out gay man once | went away. You don't 
know what a relief it was. | went to gay bars, went on dates, 


had a boyfriend. | had lovers." It was hard to get that out, 
but 


he wasn't going to shy away from that, either. Not in the 
face 


of her accusations. "And then | came home." 


"Why didn't you tell us?" Suzanne pushed herself to her 
feet. 


"| just... you could have. You should have." She gulped and 
shook her head hard, her hair lashing her face. "I want to 
believe you. | want you to be okay." She stopped by the 
door, hugging herself tightly. "It's just hard. You're such a 


sweet person. | just know that you'd do anything to protect 


someone you cared for." 

"| wasn't ready." Ricky watched his mother, feeling sick to 
his stomach all over again. "It felt like... like telling you 
about my sex life, like inviting you to ask me about it. And | 
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wasn't ready to talk to you about who | was having sex with, 
or how. I'm not feeling all that ready for it, now, either." He 
sighed. "Maybe | should've talked to you about the guys 
who came before Jack. Maybe if | had, you wouldn't have 
jumped to the conclusions you did. But it was my life." 

"You didn't have to talk to us about anything." Reggie stood 
and went to his wife, putting his arms around her to lead her 
back to the couch. "You're right; your sex life is private." He 
sat down, guiding Suzanne to the couch beside him. "Honey, 
look at our boy. He's just fine. Think about how lucky we 

are that he is okay. He's telling us the truth. You didn't miss 
any signs, you were a good mother, honey. He's the same 
wonderful person he was yesterday morning." He nudged 
Suzanne's chin with a finger so that she looked over at 


Ricky. "He's still your little boy, but he's also a man now." 


"Daddy's right." Ricky reached out to her and took one of 


her trembling hands. It was so thin in his; when did he get 
SO 


much bigger than her? "Mom, | know bad things happened 
this year, and maybe you felt like those were your fault, but 
nothing bad ever happened to me that was your fault. You 
were a good mom. | was a happy kid. I'm still happy now." 
Ricky's mother looked at him, leaning into Reggie's embrace 
for support, and finally nodded slowly even though she was 
still shaking. "I'm sorry, Ricky," she whispered. "I'm so 

sorry. | just... panicked. It was horrible of me." 

Ricky nodded. He couldn't say that it was okay, because it 
wasn't, but he did say, "I accept your apology." It was the 
best he could do. "I didn't mean for this to be so difficult for 
you. Mom, just tell me you don't believe those things. For 
real." He wasn't sure how he could go on if she really felt 
that way. 

"I... | want to be okay with it. With all of it." Suzanne shook 
her head slowly, but at least she was looking at him. "I want 
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to be a good mother, Ricky. I'm just... | just don't know if | 
can be a good mother and be okay with... with him. I'm 
trying." 

"With Jack." Ricky rubbed at the bracelet on his wrist, the 
one Jack had given him last night. The leather was soft 
against his skin; it felt good, a reminder that Jack loved him. 
He met his mother's eyes and said, "He makes me happy, 
Mom. I'm sorry if you're not okay with me being with him, 


but I'm not going to stop seeing him. He never, ever hurt 
me, 


Mom." 

"I'm trying to believe that." Suzanne shook her head and 
wiped at her face with the shredded tissues clutched in her 
hand. "I just... | can't. I'm sorry, Ricky. | don't know what to 


do about it. | love you. | just can't." She pushed away the 
tea 


Reggie was trying to offer her. "I need to go lie down. | 
don't feel well." 

"Mom..." Ricky reached out, but then let his hand fall back 
into his lap. He didn't know what to say, how to make this 


better. He couldn't stop seeing Jack, not even if it would 


make things better with his mom. He loved Jack. "I'm 

sorry." 

"You don't have to apologize." Suzanne leaned on Reggie as 
he helped her to her feet. "You didn't do anything wrong. | 
just... | can't stop thinking about it. That he might have hurt 
you." Tears overflowed and ran down her cheeks again. She 
left Reggie to come kneel in front of him. "I just can't stand 
the idea..." She reached out to stroke his hair and face. 
"You're my little boy." 

"I'm grown up now." Ricky took her hands in his, holding 
them gently. He wished he could show her, prove that what 
he said was true. "Mom, you don't have to be okay with me 
dating Jack. You can feel any way you like. I'm still going to 
love him, and I'm going to love you. But Jack never did 
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anything wrong. | wanted him, when | was a grown man, 
and it was my choice. Please, | have never lied to you about 
something this big." 

"| don't... I'm trying. | just can't stop thinking..." Suzanne 


clung to his hands and took a deep breath, and then she 


looked at him. "I believe you." It sounded like it hurt her to 


say it. "I hate that you're seeing him, but | believe you. I'm 
SO 


sorry | said those things." 
"Suzie, honey. I've seen them together. Jack cares for him 


very much. You have to trust me, too. It'll get better," 
Reggie 


said, coming over to crouch down next to her and rub her 
back. "We're going to be okay, Suzie." He looked up at 
Ricky. "Why don't you give Ricky a hug and a kiss and go 
lie down if you don't feel well. I'll bring you your tea." 

Ricky let go of her hands and leaned in to kiss her cheek. It 
made him feel sick, that she could think Jack would do 


anything like that, even for a minute, and it hurt so much 
that 


she didn't want him seeing Jack, but he could see that she 
was at least trying to make things better. "I'll see you later, 
Mom. Go ahead and get some rest." 

His mother hugged him, and then his father helped her up. 


"I'll be right back," Reggie promised. They left the room 


together and their feet sounded on the stairs a moment 
later. 


Reggie came back a few minutes later and sat down on the 
arm of the couch, putting his arm around his son. "I won't lie 
to you, she's having a harder time than | thought just with 
you being gay, but | think most of it is just that things got 
out of hand in her head and she can't make it stop." Reggie 
rubbed Ricky's back. "She's made an appointment with the 
department psychiatrist for tomorrow. Once she gets some 
perspective, | think she'll feel a lot better." 

"| didn't know," Ricky said quietly. Carefully, he leaned 
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against his dad, taking comfort from his dad rubbing his 
back. "I thought she was okay with it, until... until yesterday. 
| mean, she never asked about the guys | was dating, or 


anything, but I didn't think that meant..." That she didn't 
want 


to know. But apparently she hadn't wanted to know 
anything 


about it, hadn't been ready to hear it. 


"| didn't know, either, honey. | knew she was having trouble 


with you growing up, but she always did. This just... | think 
it was just a bad combination of her fears." Reggie kept 
rubbing his back steadily. "What can | do for you now? 
What do you need to do to be okay?" 

Ricky knew what he needed to do, as soon as his father 
asked. It came to him as clear as a bell. "I think it's time for 
me to go," he said, leaning into his father's touch. "Not 
running away, Daddy. But | think it's best if | go somewhere 
else and give Mom her space. | want to be with Jack, but | 
need to talk to him first." 

"| understand." Reggie hugged him, leaning over to hold 
onto him for a minute; then Reggie straightened and went 
back to rubbing Ricky's back. "It's probably a good idea. | 
want you to be here, but it's right that you'd want to be with 
the person you love, who can support you unequivocally 
right now. This is always your home, though. | promise." 
"Thanks, Daddy." Ricky looked up at his dad, offering a sad 
smile. "I just... | want this to be okay." 

"It will be. You just didn't pick an easy path here." Reggie 


stroked his hair back, frowning down at him, worried and 


sad as well. "I don't just mean with your mom. | mean, in 
the 


long term, with you and Jack. | look at your face and | don't 

see someone who's thinking he'll just have some fun dating 
the older guy for a while until the boys catch up." 

"No." Ricky looked down at his hands, at his fingers 
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rubbing the bracelet again. "If it wasn't serious, we wouldn't 
be having this conversation. Jack came to the conference 


championship meet, because he thought somebody should 
be 


there for me. You know, I'd had good races, | was having 
fun, but then | turned around and there he was and... it felt 


like the whole world was brighter, warmer, better because 
he 


was there with me." 

"| understand." Reggie leaned over and kissed the top of his 
head. "I don't want you to be hurt, and it's so easy to see 
how this could hurt you. But that doesn't mean that you will 


be hurt, or that you wouldn't get hurt in another 
relationship. 


| trust you, so l'Il trust him until | see anything different. 
Okay?" 

Ricky looked up at his dad and nodded. "Thank you. | know 
that | could get hurt. | do. I've been there already. But | can't 
not get involved just because | might get hurt, and I can't 
stop being in love with Jack just because that ups the ante." 
"| know." Reggie patted his shoulder. "Do you want to go 
get some things before you go back to Jack's? Do you want 
me to bring them over for you later? How do you want to do 
this?" 

"| should call Jack." Ricky was pretty sure Jack would let 

him stay there, but he wanted to ask anyway, and to make 
sure Jack wasn't heading out of town or anything. "I'll use 
the phone in my room, so | can get some clothes and stuff." 
He reached up to squeeze his dad's hand. 

"Okay. I'm going to take your mom some tea and see how 
she's doing. She is going to be okay." Reggie squeezed his 
hand back. "Don't worry about that." He got up and pulled 
Ricky to his feet. 


"| hope so." Ricky gave his dad a hug, and then headed 


upstairs to his room. He closed the door quietly and sat on 
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the bed while he dialed Jack's number. One more hurdle to 
jump, then maybe he could rest. 

Jack answered the phone quickly. "Hello?" There was a bit 
of an edge to his voice. 

"Hi, Jack." Ricky rubbed his fingertips over the leather 
bracelet. Already, it was becoming a nervous habit, 
something that calmed him when he was feeling stressed. 
"It's me." 

"Baby." The edge went out of Jack's voice, replaced by pure 
relief. "What do you need?" 

“Everything's okay." Well, relatively speaking, anyway. "I 
was just... | want to be with you right now. Can | stay there 
for a little while?" 

There was quiet for a moment. "I'd love that," Jack said at 
last. "Whenever you need. As long as you need." 

"Are you sure?" The hesitation worried Ricky a little. 


"Positive." Jack laughed quietly. "Just... just telling myself not 
to tell you to just stay. You need to work things out with 


your family. | know that." 

"Oh." Ricky smiled, even though Jack couldn't see it. "I'd... 
it would be nice to get to be with you that much." He got up 
to start packing what he'd need for the next few days. 
Laptop, swim gear, shorts and T-shirts, clothes for work. 
He'd have to ask his dad about driving in together. "I like 
your new bedroom." 

"I'm glad. | wanted it to be somewhere it was good for us to 


be together." Jack's voice was warm, like touches and 
kisses, 


like he was reaching out. 
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"No more worries about me interrupting you while you're 
working?" Ricky teased, thinking about the spankings he'd 


gotten last summer for doing just that. He found his robe - 
the one Jack had given him -- and the few sex toys he hadn't 
already packed in his bag yesterday. The book he was in the 


middle of reading went in his duffel bag, too. 
"| wanted us to be the most important thing in the room 
when you chose to be with me," Jack said simply. "I couldn't 


do that with my work right there. Bring anything you think 


you'll need. There's room." 
“Thank you." Ricky was amazed that Jack would do 
something as drastic as moving his workspace because of 


Ricky, and before any of this had even happened. It made 
the 


future seem so much more secure. "I'll be back as soon as 
I'm finished getting my stuff together." 

"I'll be waiting for you," he said. "I love you, Ricky." 

God, that sounded so good. "I love you, too, Jack." Ricky 
savored the sound of it, rolling it over and over in his mind 
as he hung up the phone and finished packing his bags. 
Downstairs, his dad was waiting to give him a hug. Reggie 
made sure he had money, and Ricky made sure he'd have a 
ride to work in the morning. He could take the train back 
home from the city. One more hug from his dad, and then 
Ricky was walking back across the street to Jack's house. 
Jack was sitting on the front steps and, when he saw Ricky, 


he got to his feet. He was wearing the shorts he'd had on 
this 


morning and his worn blue and tan bathrobe that matched 


Ricky's. He must have been writing, or trying to write. As 


Ricky walked up the long driveway, Jack walked down to 
meet him. "Hi, baby," he said, smiling. 

"Jack." Ricky walked a little faster, smiling so wide it almost 
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hurt. "Hi." 

He could see the dark marks down Jack's neck and chest, 
where he'd bitten and sucked and kissed yesterday. They 
weren't stark against Jack's skin -- his tan was too dark for 
that -- but they definitely showed up in the sunlight, 
reminding Ricky of how Jack had needed him, had begged 
for his touches yesterday. He put his bag down on the 
driveway and wrapped his arms around Jack, tipping his 
head back for a kiss. 

Jack held him and kissed him shamelessly, sweetly, out in 
public where anyone could see them together, then he held 
Ricky close just for a moment. "I'm glad you're here," he 
said as he let Ricky go. He picked Ricky's bag up and put his 
other arm around Ricky's shoulders. 

"Me, too." Ricky slid his arm around Jack's waist and let 


Jack lead him inside. When he'd started all of this last 


summer, on his knees in Jack's kitchen, he'd never imagined 
it would end up like this, but this was exactly where he 
wanted to be. With Jack. 

They went up the huge staircase to the bedroom, Jack 
leaning over to kiss Ricky on the temple and cheek here and 
there as though he were making sure Ricky was really there. 
In the bedroom, one of the wardrobes stood open and a 
couple drawers on the big dresser were partly open, too: 
room for Ricky's things. 

"You want help unpacking?" Jack put the bag down on the 
bench at the end of the bed. 

Ricky hadn't expected to be unpacking his bags, for Jack to 
make space for Ricky in his life and in his home like this. "It 
looks like you were working before | called," he said, 
tugging on Jack's robe. "I can come find you when I'm 
finished." 
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"Okay." Jack smiled at him and gave him a little kiss. "I 


cleared out the table on your side of the bed, too." He 
petted 


Ricky's cheek, then backed away and left Ricky to unpack. 
Ricky started with the easy things. He put the book he was 
reading in the bedside table, along with the toys he'd 


brought. He put his shampoo and waxing kit in the 
bathroom 


cabinet. His laptop got tucked up against the wall by the 
bedside table until he could figure out where to put it. 
Finally, all that was left were his clothes. He felt nervous 
about putting his clothes in the drawers and wardrobe, but 
once the first pair of slacks hung in the wardrobe, it all 
seemed normal. Natural. He put away the rest of his clothes, 
his robe, the dress he'd brought back from school, and 
tucked his swim gear into the bottom of the wardrobe where 
it wouldn't be in the way. 

When he was finished, he walked around the room, peeking 


into the places where he'd put his things, seeing the 
evidence 


that Jack really wanted him here. It was a good feeling. He 
realized then that Jack had at least two guest rooms, still. 
Ricky could have stayed in one of them, but it hadn't 


occurred to him not to be here with Jack. And maybe it 


hadn't occurred to Jack, either. 

Feeling good all the way through, Ricky went to find Jack. 
He hadn't thought to ask where Jack had put his desk when 
the bedroom had been redone. The house was huge, with 
several rooms just down this hall, but Ricky found him soon 
enough. He leaned on the doorframe and just watched for a 
little while. 

Pipe clenched between his teeth as always, Jack was writing, 
his fingers moving so fast they were almost a blur. He had 
shifting heaps of reference materials all around him, 
including an old tape recorder. He was lost in his own 
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world, blowing slow plumes of smoke like a dragon and 
Sipping at his coffee, listening to a crackly recording of a 
man talking about beat poetry and politics and manhood. 
That's the man | love. Ricky smiled and stood there, soaking 
that in. This is where | want to be. It was the best feeling in 
the world. 


KKK 


Jack left Ricky to unpack, as ordered, and went down the 


hall to his study, where he poured himself another cup of 
coffee from the carafe on his desk and lit his pipe before 
getting back to work. Work didn't come so easily, though. 
Knowing Ricky was down the hall, putting his things away, 
was distracting. 

The way Ricky had pushed him away had made it all feel 
like it could work; Ricky had always respected his space. 


Well, except for that one time, and that led to a spanking, 
and 


that could only be a good thing. He remembered kissing 
away Ricky's inadvertent tears of pain and smiled. And then 
Ricky had wanted to do it again. 

Jack leaned back in his chair and breathed around the 
tightness in his chest. He wanted this to last. The hope and 
the possibility of it made him ache. He sipped his coffee and 
let his mind wander. It felt so good to sit here and know that 


he wasn't alone, that Ricky was here, that they were 
together. 


He wasn't about to get used to it, though. Just for a few 
days. Maybe for the summer. 


It was enough. Jack turned back to his work and punched 


the play button on an old tape recorder. A crackly recording 
started up, a man talking about beat poetry and politics and 


manhood, and Jack sat back and listened. Now and again, 
he 


stopped to scratch notes on a battered yellow pad of cheap, 
recycled paper. Life wasn't too far from normal. 
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When the next part of the recording cut off, there was a 
light 


knock and Ricky was there in the doorway. Jack had no idea 
how long he'd been there, but he was looking at Jack 
affectionately. "Hey. I'm going to change into some shorts. 
Do you want lunch?" 

"Are those two things related?" Jack looked over his 
shoulder, grinning salaciously. "Either way, yes. And, either 
way, I'll come help." 

Ricky laughed. "They could be. Depends what you want to 
eat." 


Jack tapped his pipe out in the tray and then got up. "Let's 
go 


make some lunch and see what happens. Go get changed, 
l'Il 


see what's in the fridge." He was still grinning, looking 
Ricky over like he already knew what he wanted to eat. 
There was no hurry, though. They had all day and all night 
and all the next day... and so on. Ricky laughed again, and 
then headed back down the hall to the bedroom. 

Jack abandoned his robe over the back of his chair and 
headed downstairs to see what they had to eat. There was 
sliced, smoked turkey in the fridge and sandwiches sounded 
really good. Jack padded out the kitchen door and past the 
garage to the vegetable garden, the sun warm on his bare 
shoulders. Things were growing fast; Anna's husband had 
done a good job of tending the vegetables. Jack left 
footprints in the hot, black soil as he stepped between rows 
to gather a few fat, red tomatoes. 

He was standing at the counter cutting one into thick slices 
when Ricky came down the back stairs. "How about 
sandwiches for lunch? l've got some smoked turkey in the 


fridge, and the early tomatoes are ready." It felt good to 
have 


Ricky here, in the day, for no real reason at all. Everything 
was relaxed, not a rush to touch and kiss and love as much 
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as they could in their stolen time. 

“That sounds good. Do you want me to get the turkey?" 
Apparently, Ricky still couldn't resist touching, stepping up 
behind Jack to run his hands up Jack's spine. 

"Please? And there's bread in the bread box." Jack leaned 
into the touch and turned his head so Ricky could kiss him. 
"| can't believe | have a bread box. This is what happens 
when I tell Anna she can buy whatever the house needs. 


Bread box. We'd better be careful or she'll totally 
domesticate 


us both." It was a possibility he didn't really fear, as much as 
he teased about it. 

Ricky leaned up for his kiss. "You live in the suburbs, Jack. 

| think the war's already been lost." 

Jack made a sad face and dropped the knife, turning around 
to grab Ricky, dip him, and kiss him hard. He pulled back 


before standing them back up, grinning down at Ricky. "Do 


| look like a man who's losing?" Nearly fifty, an eccentric 
reputation, a safe full of guns, a bedroom full of sex toys, 
and a twenty-year-old lover moving in... Jack didn't feel like 
he was losing anything, especially not the battle against the 
bland. 


"No," Ricky admitted, laughing. "But you do look like a man 
who needs to kiss me again before | go get your bread from 


your domesticated little bread box." 

Jack kissed him again, slow and sweet and hot and long. 
Maybe they had days together to look forward to, but that 
didn't mean Jack had to waste any of it. "Better?" he 
murmured, patting Ricky on the ass. 

"Much." Ricky looked like he was about to pounce Jack, but 


then he took a deep breath. Instead, he stepped away and 
got 


the bread and turkey Jack was asking for. Jack tried not to 
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laugh. Damn, but Ricky was adorable and even the slightest 
little shift in his expression could set fireworks off in Jack's 
chest. Jack hadn't felt that in years. 


They managed to make sandwiches and find sodas, all 


without accidentally having sex in the kitchen. Jack was ina 
good mood, though, all touches and kisses whenever Ricky 


got close enough. When they were done, they took lunch 
out 


to the pool and sat at the table on the patio to eat. 
It was a stunning day, the sun sparkled off the waterfall, the 
bees were in the honeysuckle, and they were together. 


They'd even made themselves a delicious lunch. Jack 
poured 


his lemonade and settled back to eat, soaking in Ricky's 
presence, obliging him by sharing his pickle, complete with 
lascivious jokes, and, in spite of everything, just enjoying 
being in love. 

eK 
After lunch, Jack got up and collected the dishes, leaning 
over to kiss Ricky as he did. "I was thinking you'd want a 
place to work," he said. "If you need space, just pick one of 
the two guest rooms, or you can use the desk in the living 
room." 
"I'll look at the guest rooms." Ricky was surprised that Jack 


was so willing to share his space, but it was a good feeling 


to be so welcomed here. "It's not like | need much. | don't 
really bring anything home from Dad's office." 

"Okay. I'm just going to put the dishes in the washer." Jack 
smiled at him and then headed inside. 


Ricky stretched out across two of the chairs, settling his 
bare 


feet in one, and soaked up the sunshine. When Jack came 
back outside, Ricky bit his lip a little, and then went ahead 
and asked, "Are you really okay with all of this? You 
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seemed... more distant, before. Not like you were pushing 


me away, but I guess | wasn't expecting you to want to 
share 


your space like this." 

Jack sprawled in an empty chair and nudged his feet up on 
the seat beside Ricky's. "Yeah. | had a lot of time to think 
about it, after the swim meet and my birthday." He leaned 
back and pushed his sunglasses up so Ricky could see his 
whole face. "I like having you in my space." He paused, 
rubbing his thumb over the fraying curve of one of his 


pockets, and then looked over at Ricky again. "I wasn't 


always like this." 

"| guess | knew that you'd lived with people before," Ricky 
said slowly, remembering the things he'd read. Jack had 
written about it in Thales' non-fiction books: Jack had had a 


wife, years with a live-in lover, then more than one lover - 
submissives -- in his home. "But it was a long time ago, so | 
didn't know if you still wanted that." He gave Jack a 
tentative 


smile. "I like being in your space, though." 

"| realized, when you started hanging around last year, | 
missed it." Jack seemed almost shy as he spoke, like he was 
confessing a weakness. That uncertain part of him was one 
he let Ricky see more and more lately. "I used to want to ask 
you to stay, just... just so I'd know you were there. Sleeping 
in my bed. Reading on the couch. Lazing by the pool. | 
wanted more of you, and it wasn't about the sex. | just liked 
knowing you were here." 

Ricky rubbed his foot over the tops of Jack's feet. He loved 
Jack even more for sharing this part of himself. "I liked 

being here. Just being near you. | still do. You can have as 


much of that as you want." 


"You don't have to live here," Jack said, looking away, over 
at the waterfall spilling into the pool. One afternoon, they'd 
laid in the shadow cove there and had slow, tender sex, just 
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kisses and touches until they came, over and over. "Just 
know that you can come share my house whenever you 
please. | want you here." He looked back at Ricky; his eyes 
were bright with emotion. "Very much," he added, his voice 
a little rough. 

Ricky got up and walked around the table to crawl up into 
Jack's chair, needing to be closer. He cupped Jack's face in 
his hands, to make sure Jack was looking at him when he 


said, "I want to be here." He pressed a soft kiss to Jack's lips 
and, with his lips still brushing Jack's, added, "There's not 


enough time. Summer is so short. | don't want to waste any 
of the time | could be spending with you." He knew, already, 
how hard it was to be so far away from Jack, limited to his 
holiday visits. 

Jack wrapped his arms around Ricky to hold him close and 


kissed him back. "I love you," he whispered against Ricky's 


mouth, and then kissed him again, for a long time. 

Ricky was hard, breathless, by the time he pulled away from 
the kisses. "I love you, too," he murmured, nuzzling at Jack's 
mouth. Summer was too short to waste time. Ricky slipped 
out of Jack's lap, standing up, and drew Jack up with him. 
"Come inside with me." He leaned up to kiss Jack again. 
"Come to bed with me." 


"Okay, baby," Jack said roughly. "Let's go to bed." He 
followed Ricky into the house and up to the bedroom, 


stopping for kisses on the way. 

Ricky drew Jack all the way over to the bed and then 
stopped to run his hands over Jack's bare chest. Around 
Jack's nipples and up near his neck were the marks Ricky 
had left yesterday. Ricky traced them with his fingertips and 


then leaned in to kiss them instead while his hands slid 
down 


to get Jack out of his shorts. 
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Jack ran his fingers through Ricky's hair and held him close 
while Ricky kissed his chest. "I love you," he said again, like 


he was still enchanted by getting to say it. 


When he'd told his parents about Jack, about how he felt 
about Jack, Ricky hadn't really expected to find that Jack felt 
the same way. It was like a gift, every time Jack said it. "I 
love you, Jack." He pushed Jack's shorts down and slid his 
hands down Jack's body after them, stroking Jack's belly and 
upper thighs, but not his dick yet. 

The contact made Jack shiver and he reached to help pull 
Ricky's shirt off. Jack’s shorts fell around his ankles and he 
stepped out of them as if it was an afterthought. He was 
almost fully hard now, and every touch made him hum with 
pleasure. 

Ricky stopped touching so he could pull the T-shirt off over 
his head. He let it fall to the floor, shed his shorts and briefs, 
and then folded himself down to his knees. He rubbed his 
cheek against Jack's cock, just breathing in the heady scent 
of Jack's body. It was like an addiction, how much he loved 
getting his mouth on Jack's dick, and he made himself wait 
just a little bit longer. Tilting his head, Ricky nuzzled at the 
base of Jack's cock, moaning. 


"You started it," Jack teased, stroking his cheek. He stepped 


his feet apart so Ricky could have everything he wanted. 
"Did not," Ricky objected, laving at Jack's balls. "If you 
didn't taste so good, I'd be able to control myself." To prove 
his point, he sucked Jack's cock into his mouth, taking it all 
the way down so he could really feel it. 

Anything clever Jack could have said in return was lost in 
his moan. He slid both hands into Ricky's hair and wound 
his fingers in it. "God, you are so good, baby." 
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Ricky loved hearing how much Jack liked what he was 
doing, and he loved having Jack's hands in his hair. He 
moaned around Jack's dick, licking and sucking as he 
bobbed his head. Jack's cock sliding over his tongue made 
Ricky more and more turned on, until he was whimpering 
with it. 

"That's so good," Jack groaned. He started moving slowly, 
gently fucking Ricky's mouth. He let Ricky enjoy himself 
until he was trembling all over and on the edge of coming. 
"Oh, baby. Ricky. God. Baby, | want..." He tightened his 


hands in Ricky's hair. 


Whining, Ricky reluctantly backed off. He looked up at Jack, 
biting his lip, panting. "Tell me. Anything you want." 

"You. To kiss you. To see your face." Jack tugged the sheets 
back on the bed. "Come to bed with me." 

Ricky tumbled into bed and reached for Jack. "Kiss me." 
Jack's smile lit up his face and he crawled into bed. He slid 
his body over Ricky's and leaned on his elbows so he could 
stroke Ricky's hair back before kissing him tenderly. "I love 
you being in my bed," Jack whispered. 

"| love being in your bed." The look on Jack's face was like 
a gift; it made Ricky feel warm all through. He hooked his 
leg over one of Jack's, keeping his lover close. 

"Stay in it as much as you like," Jack said, sliding his body 
against Ricky's. He kissed Ricky slowly, reaching for the 
lube and condoms, getting as close as he could. 

Ricky arched up against Jack, dragging his cock against 
Jack's belly and purring into the kisses. "All the time," he 
murmured, mouthing at Jack's lower lip. "I just want to be 
with you." 
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"| want that, too." Jack shifted to start sliding slick fingers 
into him. "You're so wonderful, baby." He was watching 
Ricky's face, looking enchanted. 

"God, Jack..." Ricky couldn't hold still; he writhed, pushing 
himself onto Jack's fingers, his hands sliding over Jack's 
chest. He wanted to feel everything. 

"Oh, God. Look at you. Beautiful. " Jack kissed him softly 
and finished getting them ready. He moved to slide into 
Ricky, kissing him lightly on the mouth as he did. 

Ricky moaned into the kiss, as Jack slid into him. God, that 
felt so good. Jack's cock opened him up so perfectly, making 
Ricky feel full and needy at once. 

“Love you," Jack whispered. "So much." He didn't make 
Ricky wait for any of it, he just started moving. He gave 
Ricky sweet kisses, fucking him deep and steady, sliding a 
hand between them to gently stroke Ricky's cock. 

| love you, too, Ricky thought, but he couldn't get the words 
out; he was too busy with Jack's kisses. Jack's mouth was 


magic. Jack's kisses ranged from pure sex to sweet 
affection, 


from bulletproof dominance to desperate need, and Ricky 
loved every one of them, especially when they were given in 
combination with Jack's touches. 

Jack was devoted, completely, to Ricky's pleasure and 
happiness. He did love sex; he loved sex with Ricky more 
than that, though, and it showed. Sometimes, he let his 
control slip, but not now. Jack drove Ricky crazy, slowly 

and carefully, reminding Ricky even more of why he wanted 
to be in this bed. 

Everything was so slow and easy and good that Ricky 
almost felt like he was drowning in pleasure. He didn't even 
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notice when his moans turned into whimpers and whines 
until the noises continued even when Jack's mouth was 
pressed against Ricky's neck. 


"Please," he gasped. "God, Jack, | love..." He went on and 
on, babbling about how much he loved Jack, how much he 


loved Jack's dick, how good it felt to be filled up like this, 
how much he'd missed this, how much he'd missed Jack. 


"| love you, baby," Jack whispered to him, biting under his 


ear. His hand on Ricky's cock tightened and he moved 
harder and faster, giving Ricky that little bit more that he 
needed. 

Ricky's hands clenched on Jack's shoulders and he writhed, 
arching up to get Jack's cock in as deep as he could take it. 
He thrust up into Jack's hand, the snug friction just enough 
to make him pant and gasp and need. Heat spread through 
him until he couldn't breathe; all he could do was cry out as 
he spilled over Jack's hand and his own belly. 

"Perfect," Jack said softly. He kissed Ricky's throat and 
shoulder as he came, tender and patient, drawing it out as 
long as he could. 

Even when his orgasm had faded, Ricky was still shivering 
and filled up with pleasure. He turned his head, seeking out 
Jack's mouth for more kisses. "Love you," he whispered, 
wrapping his arms tight around Jack and tightening his body 
around Jack's cock, too, holding Jack close all over. 

Jack kissed Ricky again and again, giving Ricky the last of 
what he was looking for. He bit at Ricky's lower lip, 


Shivering in Ricky's arms, and gasped softly. When he came, 


he held Ricky tighter, moving faster. "God, baby," he said 
unsteadily, pulling back to look at Ricky. 

"So good, Jack," Ricky breathed. It felt so good. Even 
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though he'd already come, the way Jack moved inside him 
sent waves of pleasure through him. As Jack started to come 
down, Ricky petted his face, drawing him down for more 
kisses. "I love you," he said again. "So much, Jack." 

Jack sighed and nuzzled at his nose. "I know," Jack said 
softly. "I'm very lucky." When he'd relaxed enough, he 
pulled out and cleaned up a bit so he could come back and 
pull Ricky into his arms. 

Ricky snuggled up with Jack, nuzzling at his cheek and the 
side of his neck. "I think I'm the lucky one." 

Jack held him that way for a long time, kissing and stroking 
his hair once in a while. "Once school starts again," he said 
quietly, as though he'd been thinking about it. 

Ricky sighed and nodded. He knew. Jack would stay here 
and Ricky would go back to school, and they wouldn't see 


each other until Thanksgiving, unless Ricky somehow 


managed to come home for a weekend before then. 

Jack kissed Ricky's temple and breathed in. "I've kept a 
second residence in the past, for other reasons," he said. 

It took a moment for that to sink in. "You... really?" 

"Yes." Jack rolled so that he was propped up on one elbow, 
looking down at Ricky. "What does it matter where | am as 
long as | have a place of my own and a desk to work at?" He 
stroked Ricky's cheek with the back of his knuckles. "Life is 
short." 

“That would be..." That would be perfect. Ricky wouldn't 
have that aching loneliness eating at him because he hadn't 
seen Jack in months. "Coach Sullivan wants me to train with 
someone next summer. He has someone in mind, | guess, 


somebody near campus. | haven't gotten all the details, but 
| 
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know he wants me to stick around over the summer for 
training, so | wouldn't be coming back for the whole summer 
next year. Just a few weeks, maybe." If Jack really meant it, 


that he'd come to be with Ricky at school, it would make 


Ricky's decision so much easier. 

"I think we can both agree that your swimming takes priority 
right now." Jack kissed Ricky on the forehead, smiling. "We 
can go wherever the best coaches are. We'll make it work 
out." 

We. Relief washed over Ricky, and he leaned up to kiss Jack 
softly on the mouth. "Thank you. | missed you so much, last 
year." He hadn't wanted to do it again. He loved swimming, 
and he knew that was what he wanted to do, but he hadn't 
wanted to think about being so far away from Jack for so 
long. 

"| missed you, too." Jack gave him another kiss. "I don't 
want to miss you anymore, baby." He stroked Ricky's hair 
back, looking at him. "You don't have to leave your friends 
and the swim house if you don't want; | understand that. But 
I'll come to be close to you. It's time | had a change of 
scenery anyway." He smiled at Ricky. "I like to look at you 
most of all." 


"As long as looking isn't all you do," Ricky teased. "I don't 
have to wear clothes while I'm doing my homework." 


"You do if you want to get your homework done. You can 
wear my robe, though, because | love seeing you in it." Jack 
laughed and kissed Ricky playfully. He snuggled Ricky up 
close and whispered in his ear. "I'm in love with you." 

Ricky felt warmed through and filled up with how much he 
loved Jack. "I'm in love with you, too. | didn't think... God, 
Jack. | love you." 
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“Everything's going to be okay." Jack pulled back to look at 
Ricky. "We'll be okay." 

Ricky believed him. Lying here with Jack, talking about Jack 
coming with him back to school and following him wherever 
he needed to go for training, it felt true. "Yeah," Ricky said, 
smiling up at Jack. "We will." 

THE END 
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